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But to each one of us grace was given according to the measure of Christ’s gift…And He 
Himself gave some to be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, and some pastors 
and teachers, for the equipping of the saints for the work of ministry, for the edifying of 
the body of Christ… 
—Ephesians 4:7, 11-12, NKJV 
 
 
 
Also I heard the voice of the Lord, saying, "Whom shall I send? And who will go for us?" 
Then I said, "Here am I! Send me.” 
—Isaiah 6:8, NKJV 
 
 
 
But He said, Yea rather, blessed are they that hear the word of God, and keep it. 
—Luke 11:28, NKJV 
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ABSTRACT 
This interdisciplinary, qualitative study is an in-depth look at Orthodox Christian 
lay ministry experience and resilience in the United States. Thirteen Orthodox Christian 
women and men—all who identify with a vocation in lay ministry and have Orthodox 
theological education—were interviewed for this exploration. Their insights into the 
struggles and supports in ministry reveal a climate in the Orthodox Church in the United 
States that can be ambivalent, at times even hostile, to lay ministry. The research findings 
suggest that despite the stark environment for lay ministry in the Orthodox Church, 
emerging themes of resilience can help explain how people continue to dedicate their 
lives to lay ministry, persevere through hardship, and still produce “good fruit.”  
This investigation is important for both lay ministry in the Orthodox Church as 
well as the study of resilience. Common themes of support and struggle point to an 
emerging charism of “lay vocational ecclesiastical ministry” as well as distinct features of 
Orthodox Christian Resilience. Building on Michael Ungar’s theoretical framework 
known as the “social ecology of resilience,” the author introduces a “social-spiritual 
 viii 
 
ecology of resilience” conceptual model. This can explicitly account for spiritual and 
religious components of people’s environments that might constitute significant factors of 
resilience. Study findings, then, lead to suggestions on how to better support Orthodox 
Christian lay ministry resilience in the United States while encouraging the dignity of the 
laity as a whole.  
 ix 
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CHAPTER ONE  
INTRODUCTION 
 
 
This case study is an in-depth look at Orthodox Christian lay ministry experience 
in the United States. The study argues that despite the stark climate for lay ministry in the 
Orthodox Church—a climate corroborated through the investigation itself—lay ministry 
experiences help clarify the otherwise inexplicable: Lay ministers are able to persevere 
and be fruitful because of the working of the Holy Spirit through factors of resilience.   
Primarily drawing on qualitative interviews of theologically educated people in 
lay ministry, this study explores common themes of support and struggle in the lay 
ministry experience. This source data is brought into dialogue with the literature on 
Orthodoxy and the study of resilience that points to characteristics of what this study 
terms a social-spiritual ecology of resistance.1 The Church2 can draw on analysis 
presented here as she seeks to better understand and nourish lay ministry in the Orthodox 
Church: affirm the dignity and vocation of the laity more broadly, and promote Orthodox 
Christian Resilience in ministry throughout the Body of Christ.3 
                                                 
1 Michael Ungar. “The Social Ecology of Resilience: Addressing Contextual and Cultural 
Ambiguity of a Nascent Construct,” American Journal of Orthopsychiatry 81, no. 1 (2011): 1–17. Michael 
Ungar’s understanding of “resilience” recognizes that persons operate within the context of their “social 
ecology of resilience.” The social-spiritual ecology of resistance is an expanded framework introduced by 
this study.   
2 The word “Church” is used in this study as broadly meaning the canonical Orthodox Church 
consisting of all of its jurisdictions. 
3 For instance, this would have implications also for ordained ministry in the Orthodox Church. 
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This chapter sets the context of the study by providing several types of crucial 
information. First, are key definitions used in the study. Second, is a description of the current 
state of lay ministry in the Orthodox Church in the United States. This includes why the topic 
is vital for the Orthodox Church. Finally, the chapter will lay out the study’s overall research 
aims and briefly describe subsequent chapters. 
KEY DEFINITIONS 
Effective interdisciplinary studies by nature depend on clear terminology. In this 
exploration of lay ministry and resilience clear definitions of key terms are critical and 
challenging. This is because scant previous research and writing means that the terms lay 
ministry and lay ministers are difficult to define in an Orthodox context. Defining 
resilience is also difficult because of the wide range of ways the word is understood and 
applied. So, for the purposes of this study, working definitions of these three key terms 
plus a few others follow below. 
Lay Ministry 
What does lay ministry mean for an Orthodox context? As used here, lay ministry 
means paid or unpaid service done by non-ordained Orthodox Christians on behalf of or 
for the Church. Study participants have dedicated their lives to lay ministry and self-
identify a calling to ministry as lay people. The Miriam-Webster dictionary defines 
vocation as “a summons or strong inclination to a particular state or course of action.”4 
                                                 
4
 Miriam-Webster, “Definition of Vocation,” Miriam-Webster Dictionary, accessed October 5, 
2017, https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/vocation. 
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Lay ministry in the Orthodox context does not denote a specific type of ministry. 
It could have a liturgical component such as chanting or being in the choir. More often 
the lay ministry discussed here happens outside formal Church worship, including 
education, administration, inter-faith work, publications, and pastoral care. 5 This working 
definition of lay ministry points to a qualitatively distinct vocation of dedication, training, 
and service within the general calling of the laity.6 A theological exploration of the nature 
of the laity and ministry shows the two are intricately linked. However, this investigation 
postulates that there is a distinct lay ministry vocation from within the general call of the 
laity. 
Lay Ministers 
In the Orthodox Church in the United States, the formal title lay minister is almost 
non-existent.7 However, writings on “lay ministry” often refer to people with a calling to 
lay ministry, usually with their possessing some kind of formal theological education. 
Therefore, for the purposes of this study, lay ministers are Orthodox Christian people 
                                                 
5 “Outside” and “inside” are terms used flexibly. In the Orthodox world view, everything and 
every moment is considered sacramental. 
6 The Office of Vocation and Ministry (OVM) at Hellenic College in Brookline, MA is doing 
important work on promoting the universal and unique callings of Orthodox Christians, particularly 
through their CrossRoad Institute. See CrossRoad Summer Institute, front page, accessed October 1, 2017, 
http://www.crossroadinstitute.org; and Ann Mitsakos Bezzerides, “Orthodox Christian Theological 
Exploration of Vocation,” Hellenic College (2004), accessed February 20, 2018, 
http://www.hchc.edu/studentlife/vocation/octev_resources/octev. 
7 Orthodox Christians are not formally recognized by Church hierarchy as lay ministers. This is 
not the case for other Christian traditions. For instance, one can become a “Certified Lay Minister” in the 
United Methodist Church. See, Discipleship Ministries, “Certified Lay Ministry Overview,” The United 
Methodist Church, accessed October 1, 2017, https://www.umcdiscipleship.org/leadership-
resources/certified-lay-minister. 
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who identify with a personal calling or dedication to lay ministry, have a degree or 
certificate in Orthodox theology, and are currently doing lay ministry (whether paid or 
unpaid) at least part-time. This definition includes lay ministers who might be serving in 
a parachurch organization (i.e. a charity or non-profit) or a social service career and not at 
a local parish or metropolis.  
 Using the term “lay minister” as described above pushes the current lexicon of the 
Orthodox Church to less chartered territory, a move that poses risks as well as 
opportunities. Elizabeth Behr-Sigel observes that even lay people in full-time ministry in 
the Orthodox Church are not called “ministers.”8 In fact, she argues that their work is not 
viewed as ministry, even when the same work is considered as ministry when done by the 
ordained.9 However, Kyriaki Karidoyanes FitzGerald has referred to theologically 
educated women in ministry as lay ministers.10 Furthermore, multiple interviewees 
express concern that adding a “lay minister” category would lead to its own clericalism, 
further minimizing the everyday service of laity. Even so, they use the term “lay 
minister” when discussing people engaged in ministry. Therefore, the lay minister 
                                                 
8 Elizabeth Behr-Sigel, “The Meaning of Ministry,” in Orthodox Women Speak: Discerning the 
“Signs of the Times,” ed. Kyriaki Karidoyanes FitzGerald (Brookline, MA: Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 
1999), 93–97. Based on this study and personal experience, Behr-Sigel’s observations seem to remain 
accurate today. 
9 Behr-Sigel, “The Meaning of Ministry,” 93-97. One exception Behr-Sigel notes is the title 
“youth minister” and the phrase “youth ministry.” 
10 Kyriaki Karidoyanes FitzGerald, “Practical Issues and Challenges Encountering Theologically 
Educated Lay Ministers in Orthodox America,” Saint Catherine’s Vision (1981): 1-4, accessed March 31, 
2014, http://saintcatherinesvision.com/about-us/document-archives. See Chapter 2, “Literature Review.” 
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definition provided here would need to be refined by further conversation and 
discernment within the Orthodox Church. One goal of this study is to stimulate such 
reflection on the phenomenon of lay ministry in the Orthodox Church. 
Resilience 
For the purposes of this research study, a working definition of resilience 
incorporates Orthodox Christian theology and Michael Ungar’s “social ecology of 
resilience.” Ungar’s perspective accounts for the dynamics of our interconnectedness, 
including our physical environment.11 Humans experience resilient outcomes in the face 
of “significant adversity” both because of individual capabilities and because of being 
able to access relationships and resources. Such an understanding shows us that resilience 
is more than an individual quality. Resilience in the face of significant threat is a complex 
function of people in relation to their social ecology. 
Orthodox Christian Resilience 
From an Orthodox spirituality perspective, this study defines Orthodox Christian 
Resilience as the outward expression of the work of the Holy Spirit who leads all people, 
relationships, and things into wholeness. Ungar’s work further nuances the term 
resilience by encompassing the qualities, resources and relationships that encourage 
diverse individuals to endure difficult challenges and flourish.12 Therefore, this study 
defines resilience as the positive outcome of a long and fruitful lay ministry. In other 
                                                 
11 Ungar, “The Social Ecology of Resilience,” 1–17. 
12 Ungar, “The Social Ecology of Resilience,” 1–17.  
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words, an Orthodox understanding of resilience includes Ungar’s sense of 
interconnectedness while acknowledging the mystery of the Holy Spirit working to bring 
us to wholeness and fruitfulness. Synergistically, we individually and collectively play a 
part in one another’s resilience along with the work of the Holy Spirit. 
Finally, despite strong challenges and risks, the characteristics, environments, 
relationships, resources, theological tradition, and religious practices that facilitate positive lay 
ministry outcomes for the population studied are key factors in understanding the social-
spiritual ecology of resilience.13 This term is, so far as can be determined, new to the literature 
and introduced here as a direct result of findings in this study.  
THE CURRENT STATE OF LAY MINISTRY 
In every century the Church has wrestled with applying the gospel to the 
challenges of lived experience in each era and place.14 The state of lay ministry within the 
Church is one such issue the Orthodox Church faces, affecting both women and men 
feeling called to lay ministry. For example, “Do you just want to be a priest?” “Are you 
here to just marry a priest?” are some of the questions theologically-educated Orthodox 
                                                 
13 Mental health professionals conduct “biopsychosocial assessment” clients. Spiritually informed 
mental health professionals add to this by conducting a “biopsychosocial spiritual assessment” that includes 
the religious and spiritual practices and beliefs of the person. For an example, see Jonathan B. Singer, “Bio-
Psychosocial-Spiritual (BPSS) Assessment and Mental Status Exam (MSE),” The Social Work Podcast 
(January 22, 2007), accessed October 10, 2017, http://socialworkpodcast.blogspot.com/2007/02/bio-
psychosocial-spiritual-bpss.html. 
14 Kyriaki Karidoyanes FitzGerald, ed., Orthodox Women Speak: Discerning the “Signs of the 
Times” (Brookline, MA: Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 1999). In each age the Church is called to “discern 
the sign of the times” and follow the guidance of the Holy Spirit as the Church engages concrete issues of 
time and place. 
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Christian women may hear while pursuing a call anywhere in the Orthodox Church. 
Unfortunately, these demeaning questions seem commonly posed to Orthodox Christian 
women in the United States.15 Orthodox Christian men dedicated to lay ministry fare only 
somewhat better. At seminary they may hear, “Why don’t you want to be a priest?” 
When they are working for the Church they continue to hear, “When are you going to get 
ordained?” Such questions, ironic twists on those directed to women, seem common for 
men.16 Nonetheless, both sets of questions share the message that lay ministry as a 
vocation is an aberration needing defense. This confusion around lay ministry is one of 
the difficulties lay ministers face. 
This study identifies a number of additional extant problems for lay ministry in the 
United States17 These more focused problems contain broader implications for the dignity, 
vocation, and agency of the laity. The following description of these problems and their 
                                                 
15 Questions like these can become a way of intimidating women and/or belittling their vocation. 
The message behind these questions seems to be that a political agenda, or marriage agenda, are more 
believable than a woman answering a call from Christ to serve the Church. Along with some respondents, I 
personally experienced these questions. Even though there is a tradition of women deacons in the Orthodox 
Church, currently only theologically educated men with no canonical impediments are eligible for 
ordination. See Kyriaki Karidoyanes FitzGerald, Women Deacons in the Orthodox Church: Called to 
Holiness and Ministry (Brookline, MA: Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 1998).  
16 The point here is that some understand lay ministry for men primarily in terms of a rejection of 
something “better.” It is turning down ordination, not positively affirming a vocation to lay ministry. As 
with their women colleagues, there is a similar, if possibly less potent, message of shame and ridicule.  
17 The United States is a unique context for the Orthodox Church including its place as a minority 
and relatively unknown religion and the multiple jurisdictions operating in one space. While there is likely 
some overlap with lay ministry experience and factors of resilience found in other countries, that 
exploration is beyond the scope of the current research.  
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importance to lay ministry for the Orthodox Church is critical to comprehending the current 
state of affairs.  
State of Lay Ministry 
As indicated above, numerous challenges make long and fruitful lay ministry 
difficult in the Orthodox Church in the United States.18 These challenges often undermine 
lay ministry’s role in the Church, demoralize lay ministers, and promote “burnout.”19 
Based on interviews, and the researcher’s own observations,20 problems of lay ministry 
include:21 (1) insufficient and ineffective communication, (2) clericalism, (3) poor 
investment, (4) low standards, (5) burn-out, and (6) non-canonical status of jurisdictions 
in the United States. Evidence corroborating the existence of these problems will appear 
throughout subsequent chapters. 
Insufficient and Ineffective Communication 
A theology of the laity and the value of lay ministry simply has not been effectively 
communicated to the general faithful. Appreciation for the intrinsic value of lay ministry as a 
                                                 
18 There are twelve canonical Orthodox Church jurisdictions (Antiochian, Russian, Greek, etc.) 
present in the United States. See Assembly of Canonical Orthodox Bishops, “About the Assembly of 
Bishops,” Assembly of Canonical Orthodox Bishops of the United States, accessed November 15, 2014, 
http://assemblyofbishops.org/about/.  
19 Burnout here is used to mean the psychological, physical and spiritual harm of continued stress 
on the person that impacts her or his ability to thrive in life. See, Psychology Today, “Burnout,” Psychology 
Today, accessed January 9, 2018, https://www.psychologytoday.com/basics/burnout; and J. Fred Lehr, 
Clergy Burnout: Recovering from the 70-Hour Work Week and Other Self-Defeating Practices, Prisms 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2006). 
20 See Chapter 3, “Research Methods,” for the author’s social location as an Orthodox Christian, 
theologically educated, woman dedicated to lay ministry. 
21 Confirming the validity and significance of these problems would need further research. 
 20 
 
vocation has not entered into our parishes. Although officially praised as something important 
in many United States jurisdictions,22 and promoted as a use of advanced Orthodox Christian 
theological education,23 the actual treatment of people in lay ministry within the Orthodox 
Church is often ambiguous. Many parishes seem to operate with the assumption that ministry 
is the territory of ordained clergy.24 It seems that many parishes lack a sense that there are 
people who are not ordained but who are called, gifted, and trained to serve in ministry. 
Moreover, no official process exists that would allow the Church to call a person to lay 
ministry or affirm that person’s ministry relationship with the Church.25 This atmosphere can 
leave both clergy and laity ambivalent about lay ministry in its own midst.26  
                                                 
22 For example, see Archbishop Demetrios, “The Ministries of Our Parishes,” Greek Orthodox 
Archdiocese of America (September 18, 2003), accessed December 19, 2017, https://www.goarch.org/-
/archpastoral-reflections-september-2003?inheritRedirect=true. 
23 St. Vladimir’s Orthodox Theological Seminary website references using a Master of Divinity 
for non-ordained “church service.” See “Master of Divinity (M.Div.),” St. Vladimir’s Orthodox 
Theological Seminary, accessed October 27, 2014, http://www.svots.edu/master-divinity-mdiv. Holy Cross 
Greek Orthodox School of Theology says a Master of Divinity will “Prepare for a life of ordained or lay 
ministry.” See “Academic Programs at Holy Cross Greek Orthodox School of Theology,” Holy Cross 
Greek Orthodox School of Theology, accessed October 27, 2014, 
http://www.hchc.edu/academics/graduate/. St Tikhon’s Orthodox Theological Seminary website uses the 
language “general pastoral leadership responsibilities in parishes and other settings” to describe lay 
opportunities with an M.Div. See “The Master of Divinity Degree Program,” St. Tikhon’s Orthodox 
Theological Seminary, accessed October 27, 2014, http://stots.edu/master_of_divinity.html.  
24 This belief leads parishes and priests to operate as if one priest can meet all of the ministry 
needs of parishes with hundreds of families. It is rare to find churches with lay people involved in any 
ministry beyond children’s catechism classes or youth groups.  
25 Important known exceptions are licensed hospital and prison chaplains whose licensure requires 
a written endorsement from their Orthodox jurisdiction’s hierarchy. 
26 FitzGerald, “Practical Issues and Challenges Encountering Theologically Educated Lay 
Ministers in Orthodox America,” 1-4. FitzGerald’s survey of lay ministers identified the problem of 
ambivalence over thirty years ago. See, Chapter 2, “Literature Review.” 
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Clericalism 
Modern Orthodox theologians, as well as participants in this study, critique how 
clericalism—the overemphasis of the value and role of the ordained at the expense of the 
laity—has obscured and distorted the value and vocation of the laity within the Orthodox 
Church. The Orthodox Christian theology of the laos, or the people of God, is centered 
on the reality of being a baptized and chrismated (i.e. confirmed) member of the Body of 
Christ, made in the image of a Trinitarian God. With this comes an understanding that the 
vocation of the laity is to use their charisms (understood as loosely synonymous with 
“gifts” or spiritual strengths given by God) to glorify God and serve His creation.27 
Unfortunately, with the development of clericalism over the centuries, a theology of the 
laity became less embodied in the Church’s experience.28 Despite the Orthodox 
understanding of laos as encompassing both laity and clergy, laity and clergy apparently 
forget or do not seem to understand the dignity of the laity. Clericalism fuels ambivalence 
and antagonism that many experience in lay ministry. Clericalism may also be at the root 
of insufficient funds allocated for lay ministry, and the poor communications noted above 
regarding the role and worth of lay ministry. Clericalism as a phenomenon is discussed 
more in the literature review. 
  
                                                 
27 Using gendered pronouns for the first person of the Trinity is part of the Orthodox tradition.  
28 Modern Orthodox theologians are working to bring back an understanding of the dignity and 
vocation of the laos. Often lay ministers themselves, these theologians provide vital work for recognizing 
the gifts and, in fact, necessity of lay ministry.  
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Poor Investment 
Some of the above reasons arguably lead to insufficient funds being invested in 
training or compensating lay ministers. For instance, in comparison with scholarships 
offered to those pursuing ordination, few Orthodox Christian scholarships are available 
for master’s level theology students pursuing lay ministry.29 Also, paid lay ministry 
positions at parishes are rare. Rarer still are positions offering a living wage. Such 
circumstances also prevent trained Orthodox lay people who need remuneration from 
being able to commit their time and talents. 30 There are also few paid professional 
positions for lay ministers at all levels of the Church. Moreover, any available positions 
are often filled either by men planning to be ordained or by priests. 
Low Standards 
Unfortunately, as discussed by many interviewees, the standards and 
qualifications of lay ministry work tend to be very low. Professional expectations of 
conduct, training, and finding the appropriate person for the job can be similarly missing 
in lay ministry work.31 Instead, a general preference for volunteers suppresses 
                                                 
29 This lack of scholarships disproportionately impacts women by nature of being excluded from 
all ordination. Some of these scholarships, such as the tuition scholarship for Holy Cross seminarians from 
Leadership 100, further stipulate that students must pay the money back if they never become ordained. 
30 One example is in youth ministry. Our lack of investment (i.e. livable wages, career training, 
upward mobility, etc.) limits the pool of people that can serve the way they might otherwise want to. This is 
in stark contrast with other Christian denominations that might have multiple lay ministers on Church 
payrolls. 
31 It is a generally agreed perception among theologically-educated Orthodox Christians, as 
demonstrated by this study, that people receive institutional positions they are often not qualified for or 
gifted in. This will be discussed further in Chapter 4, “Research Data” and Chapter 5, “Research 
Implications.” 
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expectations of quality work. Ironically, lay ministers with Orthodox seminary education 
might be seen as over qualified for work that parishes expect from lay people (i.e. 
running youth sports) but not qualified enough (i.e. because ministry is seen as the 
prerogative of the priest) to do substantive ministry.  
Burnout 
While the present work is a study of the experience and resilience of lay ministers 
who have continued their ministries, many others discontinued due to burnout. Some 
leave seminary or ministry, whether because of how they are treated by clergy; their 
inability to make a living; the lack of access to ministry;32 or a variety of other reasons. 
There is a sense that women, especially, are “dispensable” in Church ministry.33 Stressors 
of lay ministry can overwhelm a person’s ability to continue offering gifts to the Church 
through lay ministry. Some people appear to bypass these difficulties by fulfilling their 
vocations in positions outside the Church where their gifts are appreciated. Some must 
find work outside of the Church so they can progress in life financially. Still, challenges 
                                                 
32 By “access to ministry” this study means both being allowed to serve in ministry one is 
qualified for (either pro-bono or hired) and also having the security to not be arbitrarily removed from that 
ministry.  
33 A female theologian raised the issue of women being “readily dispensable” at the 1996 
international conference for Orthodox women in Damascus. This event was brought to my attention by 
Kyriaki Karidoyanes FitzGerald, telephone interview, January 9, 2017, quoted in Athanasia Mellos 
Kostakis, “Laboring in the Harvest: Supports and Struggles of Lay Ministry,” in Women’s Voices on the 
Holy and Great Council, Faith Matters Series 4 (Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of America, Department of 
Inter-Orthodox Ecumenical & Interfaith Relations, Unpublished); and FitzGerald, Orthodox Women Speak, 
6. 
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remain for these skilled individuals since their talents might be unseen or ambivalently 
received in their local church community or by their local hierarch. 
Non-canonical Status 
According to Orthodox canon law, only one bishop can oversee any one physical area. 
In the United States, however, historical factors have led to the uncanonical situation of 
multiple bishops of various Orthodox Christian jurisdictions (i.e. Russian, Serbian, Greek) 
claiming the same regions .34 These geographical areas can be the size of multiple states put 
together. Based on the author’s observation, an unintended consequence of this jurisdictional 
situation might be that lay ministers fall through the cracks of episcopal support and oversight. 
In the vast majority of cases, bishops only maintain relationships with their theology graduates 
of seminary when they are candidates for ordination. 35 In other words, qualified people who 
are trained and dedicated to ministry are simply missed by the Church’s leadership.   
Importance of Lay Ministry and Resilience 
Ministries led by the laity, and specifically theologically trained lay people dedicated 
to ministry, engage all members of the Orthodox Church in the United States—young and old, 
                                                 
34 This problem is acknowledged by the Assembly of Canonical Orthodox Bishops of the United 
States of America. They have established a committee to explore how to rectify this historical phenomenon 
in the United States. See Assembly of Canonical Orthodox Bishops, “Committee of Canonical Regional 
Planning,” Assembly of Canonical Orthodox Bishops of the United States, accessed November 15, 2014, 
www.assemblyofbishops.org/committees/regionalplanning/. 
35 At least in the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese, there is an expectation that these men will be 
helped with finding a job until they are ordained. They are also expected to get their bishop’s blessing 
before pursuing a job outside of their bishop’s jurisdiction.  
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rich and poor, ordained and lay, convert and cradle36 members. When considering the breadth 
of lay ministries, it becomes clear that lay ministry affects people’s spiritual, social, physical, 
and mental health. Whether considering the impact on the Church, the broader society served 
by these individuals, or the well-being of the lay ministers themselves and their families, the 
importance of having long and fruitful lay ministry is multi-faceted and interconnected.  
As will become obvious in subsequent chapters, this importance is evident in the 
following overlapping areas, each of which receives attention below. These categories are the 
well-being of the lay ministers, value to the laity, fulfilling the Church’s Vocation, 
stewardship of human capital, and Church health. Better understanding the significance of all 
these areas might increase motivation to address the problems of lay ministry and take steps to 
nourish Orthodox Christian Resilience.  
Well-being of Lay Ministers  
It is generally accepted that the Church has a responsibility for encouraging the well-
being of her flock and guiding them in living out their interconnected vocations within the 
Body. Yet, the current ambivalent environment in which lay ministry unfolds puts undue 
strain on those committed to faithfully serving the Church as lay ministers. Within such a 
context, it is not surprising that a lay minister’s vital place in the life of the Church often goes 
under-recognized, under-appreciated and unsupported within that same setting.37 Given all 
                                                 
36 “Cradle” is a term used by English speaking Orthodox Christians to denote members who were 
born into Orthodox Christian families. 
37 Kyriaki Karidoyanes FitzGerald, Persons in Communion: A Theology of Authentic 
Relationships, Distinguished Lecture Series 2000 (Berkeley, CA: InterOrthodox Press, 2006), 52. These are 
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people’s inherent interconnectedness,38 one can expect profound spiritual and psychological 
consequences when lay ministers’ unique gifts and vocational relationships within the Church 
go unrecognized or are minimized. It may be surprising, then, that many continue to answer a 
call to lay ministry and endeavor to bear fruit for and on behalf of the Orthodox Church.39  
Value to the Laity 
As the Church grows to intentionally acknowledge and support lay ministry, it 
will affirm the value and vocation of the laity as a whole. More modern theological work 
uses Orthodox understanding of the laos to reassert the dignity of the laity and their 
universal call to ministry. From this universal call, the Church is developing a sense of 
professional “lay ministry” as relationally distinct from the service expected of all 
members. Not everyone will feel called to receive the education and training required to 
be in lay leadership. All laity, however, can learn the sense of value and responsibility 
that comes with being a member of the Body of Christ and a child of God.  
Fulfilling the Church’s Vocation 
The Church has a mission to be the light of Christ to the world. This depends on all of   
                                                 
characteristics of inauthentic or life-effacing relationships. FitzGerald discusses the impact of life-giving 
versus life-effacing relationships. In life-giving, i.e. authentic relationships, ‘we recognize, surrender to, 
and receive’ the unique other.  
38In light of Orthodox Christian Trinitarian theology, we become who we are called to be in the 
context of life-giving relationships with God, others, self, and the environment. See FitzGerald, Persons in 
Communion; and John D. Zizioulas, Being as Communion: Studies in Personhood and the Church, 
Contemporary Greek Theologians 4 (Crestwood, N.Y: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1985). 
39 Anecdotal evidence suggests that people dedicated to lay ministry have been known to leave the 
Orthodox Church or disengage from any active participation in their parishes in response to their poor 
treatment.  
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the faithful becoming alive in Christ, becoming “rational sheep” in their contexts. Lay 
ministry is a tangible way that the faithful can fulfill their own call and help the Church fulfill 
her vocation in the world. This vocation can be understood in terms of “introverted” or 
“extroverted” expressions of the Church’s purpose.40   
 “Introverted” references the Church’s ministry to the faithful within the Body. For 
example, lay ministers speak at spiritual retreats, organize financial and food assistance for 
needy parishioners, present at theological conferences, write national church school curricula, 
provide mental health and pastoral counseling, are youth ministers, catechetical teachers, 
pastoral assistants and serve on parish councils.  
The broader, yet overlapping, service to the world can be conceptualized as the 
Church’s extrovert function. 41 For instance, lay ministry in the United States can also 
represent the Orthodox Church to outside communities. Theologically educated persons may, 
for instance, live out their lay ministry vocations in positions such as hospital chaplains, 
professors, therapists, pastoral counselors, social workers and non-profit directors. In these 
roles, they might be primarily paid by an entity outside of the Church structure while also 
working on behalf of the Church. Theologically-educated lay ministers might operate on both 
                                                 
40 This idea developed during my Church History education at Holy Cross Greek Orthodox School 
of Theology. After the Fall of Constantinople, certain realities required a large portion of the Orthodox 
Church to turn more into herself and focus only on her flock. Lay ministry is playing a role in living out the 
extroverted character of the Church. 
41 For an expansive list of lay ministry positions—compiled for women, but applicable for lay 
men— see: Prassas, Despina D., “Varieties of Gifts: Women’s Ministries in the Contemporary Church,” in 
Orthodox Women Speak: Discerning the “Signs of the Times,” ed. Kyriaki Karidoyanes FitzGerald 
(Brookline, MA: Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 1999), 44–50.  
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introverted and extroverted planes such as teaching Orthodox theology at non-Orthodox 
universities while also teaching catechism in their parishes.  
International Orthodox Christian Charities (IOCC) is an example of the influence lay 
ministry can have on the Church’s mission. IOCC is the “official humanitarian aid agency of 
the Assembly of Canonical Orthodox Bishops of the United States.” 42 It has given “more than 
$600 million in relief and self-help programs to people in more than 60 countries…without 
discrimination.” 43 Despite the common perception that ministries should only be run by 
priests, this noteworthy ministry is run by a lay male director with a Master of Divinity 
degree.44  
Stewardship of Human Capital 
In a pragmatic way these theologically educated and dedicated lay ministers can 
be seen as part of the vibrant human capital of the Church. These people can have a large 
impact in preaching Christ’s good news and embodying the Orthodox faith through their 
good work. How the Church maximizes and supports these lay people is part of her 
stewardship of a vital resource. When lay ministers are in supportive contexts with their 
                                                 
42 “Frequently Asked Questions,” International Orthodox Christian Charities, accessed October 3, 
2017, https://www.iocc.org/faqs. 
43 “About International Orthodox Christian Charities,” International Orthodox Christian Charities, 
accessed October 3, 2017, https://www.iocc.org/about. 
44 The reader might ask why it is noteworthy that the director is a man. It is important to know that 
theologically educated men are pressured, as shown in interviews conducted for this study, to be ordained. 
That this prominent ministry is led by a dedicated lay person, who is also a theologically educated male 
eligible for ordination, is significant in this context. It is possible that his status as a son of a priest plays a 
part in having access to ministry opportunities. 
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financial needs met they can invest their own energy and hours into the needed ministries 
that support and represent the Church. Even those entities primarily concerned with 
training and supporting clergy can in theory acknowledge that future clergy are nurtured 
by numerous lay people in ministry. Who are the people raising, teaching, instructing, 
guiding the people who eventually choose to pursue ordination? Many of those people 
are lay people.  
 Theologically educated people pursuing a call to lay ministry often add value to 
their ministry by attaining additional training and education. Unfortunately, the impetus 
for additional education can come from lack of access to ministry within the Church. 
Would as many people continue on to other degrees and training if they had better access 
to ministry via an Orthodox theology degree?45 As the Church considers how to invest in 
her human capital, she might want to consider encouraging training and retention 
intentionally by developing standards and expectations of quality lay ministry. It seems 
too much of a risk to hope these lay ministers, who have become better informed and 
fruitful resources for the Church, will be able to stay and serve as they had intended.46  
Church Health 
The importance of lay ministry is also clear when considering how it affects the 
health of our parishes. For instance, parish members are attracted to parishes that provide 
                                                 
45 This question developed from responses in this study. See Chapter 4 “Data Analysis.” It would 
be an interesting question to pose in future research. 
46 This author pursued a Master of Social Work and Doctor of Ministry to both be better equipped 
for ministry and have dependable access to work outside of the Church. 
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vibrant extroverted and introverted ministries. Parishes that are experienced as on fire for 
our Lord encourage people to seek out God’s will in their lives in terms of prayer, time, 
and talent. Fr Luke Veronis teaches that parishes that are “mission minded” are the 
parishes that succeed, are the parishes that flourish and do not die out.47 Being mission 
minded, for Fr. Luke, means parishes living out Christ’s call to serve the least and 
proclaim His good news to all. This requires parishes to have a sense of purpose and 
responsibility outside of itself. When members witness the fruitful service of faithful lay 
ministers in their midst, the fire is contagious.  
RESEARCH AIMS 
Something must be happening within the context of Orthodoxy itself that strengthens 
committed people to continue in lay ministry. So, what is the actual (as opposed to theoretical) 
experience of lay ministry in the Orthodox Church in the United States? What factors—
including personal, cultural, environmental, or religious— do lay ministers identify as both 
challenges and supports to their resilience in lay ministry? How can the Church better sustain 
lay ministry? This study seeks to respond to such questions by building on important work of 
a few decades ago and by crossing interdisciplinary boundaries to seek new insights for the 
21st century. 
Through the qualitative exploration of lay ministry experience in the United 
States and an interface with the framework of resilience, this research aims to help the 
                                                 
47 Luke Veronis, "Missions and Evangelism," classroom lecture, Holy Cross Greek Orthodox 
School of Theology, Brookline, February 7, 2006. 
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Orthodox Church better (1) understand and nourish lay ministry in the Orthodox Church; 
(2) affirm the dignity and vocation of the laity more broadly, and (3) promote Orthodox 
Christian Resilience in ministry throughout the Body of Christ.48 
Among potential benefits of this research are the following: 
 An increased understanding of the experiences, challenges, and resilience factors 
of lay ministers could inform future relationships and support between lay 
ministers and the Orthodox Church in the United States.  
 Improved relationships and ministry environments could encourage new lay 
ministers and/or encourage lay ministers who have burnt out to return to ministry.  
 Improved understanding and encouragement of lay ministry resilience would in 
turn benefit the populations served through the diverse functions of lay ministry 
(i.e. counseling, hospital chaplaincy, youth work).  
 Improved validity in resilience research by providing a framework for exploring 
the spiritual ecologies of people and groups through a newly-introduced social-
spiritual ecology of resilience lens. 
 Additional culturally competent research contributes to an understudied religious 
subgroup in the United States.  
The remainder of this work is organized thusly:  
                                                 
48 For instance, this would have implications also for ordained ministry in the Orthodox Church. 
See Chapter 5 “Research Implications” for a list of recommendations that address these goals. 
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Chapter two presents the literature review. Due to the scarcity of research on lay 
ministry experience in the Orthodox Church in the United States, the primary sources of 
this study come from qualitative interviews. Orthodox literature includes content from 
official Orthodox jurisdiction and seminary websites.49 The literature on the Study of 
Resilience, primarily Ungar’s social ecology of resilience, is used as an interdisciplinary 
lens to analyze the data and suggest ways the Church can facilitate resilience in lay 
ministry.  
 Chapter three contains the study’s qualitative research methodology as approved 
by the Institutional Review Board of Boston University. This material includes the 
researcher’s social location and biases. It also discusses the reasons for conducting semi-
structured interviews, the sampling procedures, and community feedback on the research 
design. 
Chapter four presents the data of this study. The primary source data for this 
qualitative and interdisciplinary project come from thirteen semi-structured interviews. 
The results are primarily organized around major themes that emerged from the interview 
narratives. Some additional themes are also presented.  
 Chapter five discusses the research implications of the results. This section also 
suggests important directions for future research.  
                                                 
49 These websites are important for understanding how lay ministry is defined and what is 
currently understood as lay ministry work. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
  
 
As noted in the previous chapter, this study brings primary source data into 
dialogue with Orthodox Theology and the study of resilience. This chapter presents 
salient scholarship from two main bodies of literature.50 The first section includes a 
review of pertinent Orthodox scholarly articles as well as official Church website 
publications. The second section includes an analysis of Ungar’s term the social ecology 
of resilience as well as additional resilience research from other scholars.  
LAY MINISTRY IN THE ORTHODOX CHURCH 
Lay ministry as a topic of study is relatively modern and underexplored in the 
Orthodox Church. The same is true for the Church in the United States—the focus of the 
present study. Therefore, most of the following literature review approaches the subject 
somewhat indirectly. That is to say, the majority of references are included here because 
of what they offer broadly about the role and inherent worth of the laity. The work of 
theologians who write specifically about lay ministry as a vocation of dedicated service 
on behalf of the Church is also examined. Taken together, scholarship on the role and 
worth of the laity combined with theological analyses of lay ministry and ecclesiology 
seems to constitute a logical foundation on which to build a more developed 
understanding of lay ministry in the Orthodox Church.  
                                                 
50 Research is current through October 2017. 
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Theology of the Laity 
For the past forty years or so, Orthodox scholars have been turning to Trinitarian 
theology, ecclesiology, and sacramental theology to promote a better understanding of 
the nature and calling of the Laos, the people of God. An often unifying theme in this 
various scholarship explores who baptized Orthodox Christians are in relation to each 
other and to the Triune God. Another common theme, whether expressed implicitly or 
explicitly, is the presence and consequences of clericalism in the Church. While rarely 
discussing “lay ministry” in the way used here, these sources ultimately guide the Church 
in understanding the vocational meaning, purpose and vitality of lay ministry. Therefore, 
the following literature review gives an overview of these important pieces necessary for 
understanding lay ministry in the Orthodox context.  
George Papademetriou’s article, “The People of God: An Orthodox Perspective” 
sets an important context for understanding lay ministry.51 Drawing on Orthodox 
tradition and various Orthodox scholarly sources, Papademetriou describes the general 
vocation of the laity and their place within the Church. What does it mean for the laity to 
be part of the people of God? While there are distinctions within the Church, the inner 
                                                 
51 George C. Papademetriou, “The People of God: An Orthodox Perspective," Greek Orthodox 
Archdiocese of America, accessed February 5, 2014, http://www.goarch.org/ourfaith/ourfaith9285. 
Important to note that this article is hosted on the official website of the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of 
America.  
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“unity, communion, love and sharing” of the Holy Trinity is the model of the Church.52 
This Trinitarian theology counters two particular misunderstandings found in the 
Orthodox Church: (1) that the Church is “theologically conceived in terms of superior 
and inferior classes,” and (2) that the Church is made of “secular structures based on 
power and division.”53 Instead, Papademetriou explains that the phrase “people of God” 
in the Orthodox Church is understood as connoting members of the body of Christ; as the 
pleroma (fullness) of the Church, the “Israel of God,” the “saints,” the “elect,” the 
“chosen race,” and the “royal priesthood.”  
Papademetriou then clarifies that the laity, by virtue of their baptism and 
chrismation, share in this reality and purpose as part of the people of God. The collective 
reality and purpose of God’s people is that “[a]ll the members of the Church share in the 
prophetic, high priestly, and royal office of Christ…and obtain the experience of the 
variety of the gifts of the Holy spirit in the mystical…life of the Church.”54 Therefore, the 
laity are gifted members of God’s people, part of His royal priesthood, who are in 
                                                 
52 Petros Vassiliades. "New Testament Ecclesiological Perspectives on Laity," Aristotle University 
of Thessalonike, School of Theology Epistemonike Epeteris, 29 (1988): 348, quoted in Papademetriou, “The 
People of God: An Orthodox Perspective.” 
53 Vassiliades. "New Testament Ecclesiological Perspectives on Laity," 348, quoted 
Papademetriou, “The People of God: An Orthodox Perspective.” 
54 Gennadios Limouris, Interorthodox Symposium, and Constantinople Ecumenical patriarchate, 
eds., The Place of the Woman in the Orthodox Church and the Question of the Ordination of Women 
(Katerini: Tertios Publications, 1992), quoted in Papademetriou, “The People of God: An Orthodox 
Perspective.” 
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communion with God and each other in a way that reflects the unity and love of the Holy 
Trinity. 
While also drawing on ecclesiology and Trinitarian theology, Sebastian 
Skordallos goes further than does Papademetriou in addressing the vocation of the laity 
and their responsibility to ministry.55 In his article, “The Shared Ministry of Clergy and 
Laity,”56 Skordallos, like Papademetriou, reflects on what Trinitarian theology means for 
the Laos: “Our faith in the doctrine of the Holy Trinity implies…[a] diversity of gifts and 
unity of mission.” Skordallos makes various arguments supporting the rightness of lay 
involvement in ministry. One argument, for example, is that ministry involvement is a 
necessary sign of faith: “Since faith and practice are inseparable, then ministry 
(Diakonia) is the witness and validation of our faith. The responsibility to serve others is 
not a responsibility of the clergy only but of all Christians.”57 Moreover, every spiritual 
gift comes with a responsibility of service.58  
                                                 
55 Sebastian Skordallos, “The Shared Ministry of Clergy and Laity,” Clergy Laity Conference of 
the Diocese of Atlanta, Birmingham, Alabama, (1991), Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of America, accessed 
January 5, 2014, https://www.goarch.org/-/the-shared-ministry-of-clergy-and-laity. 
56 It is important to note that Skordallos’ article is hosted on the official website of the Greek 
Orthodox Archdiocese of America. 
57 Skordallos, “The Shared Ministry of Clergy and Laity.” Parentheses in original. 
58 Skordallos, “The Shared Ministry of Clergy and Laity.” Skordallos uses the prayers in the 
marriage service as an example of this expectation. In the Sacrament of Marriage, one prayer asks the Lord 
to bless the couple abundantly so that they can in turn bless others. 
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Skordallos also argues that the discernment and encouragement of lay gifts should 
be done by the Church community in an “organized fashion.”59 To ground his argument, 
he quotes St. John Chrysostom:60 “The most basic task of a Church leader is to discern 
the spiritual gifts of all those under his authority and to encourage those gifts to be used 
for the full…benefit of all.”61 The Church hierarchy, he contends, cannot be passive 
about the giftedness of the laity.  
The reality of shared ministry of the clergy and laity, however, is undermined by 
an incorrect conception of the laity. In similar fashion to Papademetriou, Skordallos 
challenges a fallacy in the Church where the laity are viewed as “secular” and only the 
clergy are “spiritual.” Skordallos believes this misconception is one reason why it is 
difficult for laity to find their role in the Church. Importantly for the present work’s 
purpose, Skordallos states that, “Both, the clergy and laity, need to realize that they have 
a spiritual role to fulfill, and that they need to assist in the “building up of the Body of 
Christ.” 
                                                 
59 What “organized fashion” looks like for the Orthodox Church is not addressed in Skordallos’ 
article. I take it to mean the involvement of the clergy, especially bishops. The Orthodox Church could look 
at formal discernment practices of other Christian traditions for inspiration.  
60 Saint John Chrysostom is one of the most beloved saints of the Orthodox Church. We celebrate 
the liturgy service that he wrote at almost every liturgy. He is universally regarded as a great theologian and 
pastor. Therefore, it is particularly potent to quote him in support of the laity.  
61 Robert Van de Weyer, On Living Simply: The Golden Voice of John Chrysostom, 1st U.S. ed. 
(Liguori, Mo: Triumph Books, 1997): 46, quoted in Skordallos, “The Shared Ministry of Clergy and 
Laity.” 
 38 
 
In her paper the “Patristic Understandings of the Laity and Holiness,” Helen 
Creticos Theodoropoulos addresses the spiritual/secular fallacy that Skordallos also 
critiques.62 Theodoropoulos’ work reviews how Church Fathers view the clergy and the 
laity’s respective abilities to attain holiness. She argues that the same ability is expected 
from both; there are no “elite Christians.” Also building her argument on St. Chrysostom, 
Theodoropoulos emphasizes that the monastic celibate and married share the same 
calling. Both will have to give an account of how they have lived as Christians.63 
Historically, she notes that monasticism was first seen as the easier way to become holy. 
Later, it became viewed as a way to have fewer distractions than married life but more 
dangerous for people lacking good direction.  
Theodoropoulos summarizes different works addressing holiness and the laity: the 
“Christian ethic for the lay person...[is] worship and prayer, attention to the 
commandments and the word of God, self-examination, humility, almsgiving, and loving 
service to others.”64 Virtues that seem specific to celibates have their own applications for 
laity: instead of extreme obedience to elder elders, denial of self-will and perseverance; 
                                                 
62 Helen Creticos Theodoropoulos, “Patristic Understandings of the Laity and Holiness,” in One 
Calling in Christ: The Laity in the Orthodox Church: Papers from the Annual Meeting of the Orthodox 
Theological Society in America 2004, ed. Anton C. Vrame (Berkeley, CA: InterOrthodox Press, 2005), 1–
16. 
63 This equal potential of holiness might seem obvious from a non-Orthodox Christian context. 
However, there is a strand in modern Orthodoxy in the United States that treats monastics, monasticism and 
celibacy as the most holy. This is likely why more people treat monastics as a type of ordained class, even 
though they are technically the laity unless otherwise ordained. The shadow side of this honor is maybe 
especially a disdain for married couples and conjugal life.  
64 Theodoropoulos, “Patristic Understandings of the Laity and Holiness,” 6. 
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instead of poverty, hospitality, and so on. Theodoropoulos emphasizes St. Chrysostom’s 
belief that doing charitable work—something that is available to all Christians—is seen 
as both sacramental and of higher worth than fasting or virginity.   
Connections of the royal priesthood with the inherent giftedness and 
responsibility of all members of the Church also receives attention in Elizabeth Behr-
Sigel’s article, “The Meaning of Ministry.”65 Here, Behr-Sigel argues that all baptized 
persons have gifts for ministry. They are therefore responsible for using these gifts. The 
problem, Behr-Sigel goes on to say, is that the ministry of the laity continues to be 
heavily affected by a clericalism that has a “pyramid of ‘powers’” vision of gifts.66 She 
uses two Orthodox Christian figures to critique this situation. First, St. Seraphim of Sarov 
believed that all Christians, not just the clergy, could “acquire the Holy Spirit.” Second, 
Father Lev Gillet taught that all ministry is Christ’s ministry and that our royal priesthood 
requires each person to “offer himself or herself and to offer to the Creator all the 
creation which is entrusted to his or her care.”67 In spite of this, Behr-Sigel observes that 
even lay people in full-time ministry are not called “ministers.” In fact, their work is not 
considered ministry by the Church, even when the same work is understood as ministry 
                                                 
65 Behr-Sigel, “The Meaning of Ministry,” 93-97  
66 Behr-Sigel, “The Meaning of Ministry,” 93-97. Although Behr-Sigel wrote this in 1999, many 
respondents of this study agree with this assessment on the impact of clericalism. This is a similar 
assessment made by Papademetriou, “The People of God: An Orthodox Perspective.”  
67 Behr-Sigel, “The Meaning of Ministry,” 96. 
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for the ordained. One exception Behr-Sigel observes is how the Church uses the title 
youth minister and the category of youth ministry.68 
Behr-Sigel also blames clericalism for the incorrect belief, running contrary to 
Orthodox ecclesiology, that ordination changes the ontology of the ordained. That is the 
belief that ordination makes clergy have a different nature from the laity. This is similar 
to the spiritual/secular fallacy addressed by Theodoropoulos, Skordallos and 
Papademetriou. In actuality, Orthodox ecclesiology teaches that ordination is a mystery 
that blesses and equips a unique relationship of service, one that does not devalue the 
laity. Behr-Sigel argues that this ecclesiology is very important for combating an 
assumption that ministry should be the territory of ordained men only.  
Echoing points from the work of theologians named above, David C. Ford 
explores the interdependence of clergy and laity in his article, “The Interrelationship of 
Clergy and Laity Within the Church According to St. John Chrysostom.”69 In line with 
Skordallos, Ford uses Chrysostom to set guidelines for the ideal qualities of clergy and 
laity as well as their appropriate relationship within the context of a hierarchical church. 
Contrary to the “pyramid of powers’” misunderstanding of hierarchy as identified by 
Behr-Sigel, Ford asserts that the headship of the clergy should be modeled after Christ: 
                                                 
68 Behr-Sigel, “The Meaning of Ministry,” 96. In my experience, one is more likely to hear this 
kind of language in both parishes and seminaries. In contrast, my experience is that seminaries talk about 
“pastoral ministry” but the laity, organized in a team to visit shut-ins and those in bereavement, might not 
be told they are doing “pastoral ministry.” 
69 David C. Ford, “The Interrelationship of Clergy and Laity within the Church According to St 
John Chrysostom.” St Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly 36, no. 4 (1992): 329–53. 
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“The bishops and priests are to guide the Church with the same self-sacrificial love with 
which Christ first established His Body, the Church.”70 This self-sacrificial love requires 
certain virtues and a spirit of respect and service towards the laity. The laity are, in turn, 
to honor and freely submit to the clergy unless, according to Chrysostom in Ford’s work, 
the clergy are in grave theological error.  
In additional harmony with Behr-Sigel, and of special import for this study, is 
Ford’s emphasis on the “ontological equality” of the laity and clergy. Chrysostom, he 
says, draws on sacramental theology to underscore equality within the Body of Christ. 
Ford also relies on Chrysostom to stress that through Baptism, all members become part 
of the “priesthood of all believers” and “become a king and priest and prophet.”71 This 
shared identity, Chrysostom emphasizes, means that everyone in the Church also shares 
the same seal of the same Spirit. Moreover, unlike ancient temple worship where priests 
had special things they ate apart from the faithful, the same Eucharist is received by 
                                                 
70 Ford, “The Interrelationship of Clergy and Laity within the Church According to St John 
Chrysostom,” 30. 
71 Philip Schaff and Henry Wace, eds., “Homily III on II Corinthians,” in St. Chrysostom: 
Homilies on the Epistles of Paul to the Corinthians, 12, Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers First Series 
(Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1994): 293, quoted in Ford, “The Interrelationship of Clergy and Laity within 
the Church According to St John Chrysostom,” 339. Multiple scholars cited in the present work, make 
similar observations in their own writings. See John Klentos, “Liturgical Perspectives on the Laity,” in One 
Calling in Christ: The Laity in the Orthodox Church: Papers from the Annual Meeting of the Orthodox 
Theological Society in America 2004, ed. Anton C. Vrame (Berkeley, CA: InterOrthodox Press, 2005): 
107–123.; and Gregg A. Roeber, “Priesthoods and Pieties: Orthodoxy and the Role of Post-Reformation 
Laos,” in One Calling in Christ: The Laity in the Orthodox Church: Papers from the Annual Meeting of the 
Orthodox Theological Society in America 2004, ed. Anton C. Vrame (Berkeley, CA: InterOrthodox Press, 
2005), 39–52.  
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everyone. Therefore, all members “partake of the awesome mysteries [phrikton], for we 
are all alike counted worthy of the same things.”72 
Why does Chrysostom preach the equality of the Body of Christ? Ford believes 
the emphasis was to encourage the laity. Chrysostom’s emphasis was also, Ford asserts, 
to counter the sort of spiritual/secular fallacy noted above. Such a misconception appears 
to have been present even in Chrysostom’s time: 
It seems that St. John’s goal in emphasizing the laity’s equality with the clergy in 
these ways was to stir his parishioners to take their spiritual calling seriously. He 
was trying to overturn the notion (probably as prevalent then as today) that only 
the monks and clergy are really called to a pure life of virtue, asceticism and 
prayer—or that the clergy and the monks can somehow “do these things for us.” 
He was in no way trying to minimize the distinction between clergy and 
laity…the laity are still called to obey their priests and bishops, since the clergy, 
receiving special grace from Christ at their ordination, are the ones through whom 
Christ chooses to administer his headship over his people…73 
Laity can both take their “spiritual calling seriously” and operate with obedience within 
the hierarchical nature of the church. Emphasizing their shared call to holiness and 
ministry does not negate the distinct relationship of clergy and laity within the Body. 
Chrysostom’s inspiration leads Ford to argue for a “partner” relationship between 
the clergy and laity. Such a partnership would recognize the laity’s role in ministry: i.e. 
                                                 
72 Schaff and Wace, “Homily III on II Corinthians,” 365-366, quoted in Ford, “The 
Interrelationship of Clergy and Laity within the Church According to St. John Chrysostom,” 340. Brackets 
in original. 
73 Ford, “The Interrelationship of Clergy and Laity within the Church According to St. John 
Chrysostom,” 341. Parentheses in original.  
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the “priesthood of all believers.”74 Ford also observes that Chrysostom “does not 
distinguish between male and female laity; they are equally in partnership with the 
clergy, sharing equally in the priesthood of all believers.”75 Ford further draws on 
Chrysostom to identify three important ministries for lay and clergy partnership: prayer, 
teaching, and almsgiving.  
Ford uses Chrysostom to argue the validity of lay people engaging in each of the 
three ministries. On prayer, Ford argues that the laity’s prayer life is as important as 
clergy prayer. Chrysostom himself demonstrated this importance in the prayers of the 
laity in the Liturgy in ordination.76 An additional opportunity for clergy-laity partnership 
may be found in what Ford refers to as the “ministry of teaching.”77 Chrysostom 
preached that the laity are taught the scriptures and how to live a virtuous life so that they 
can do the same for others. Laity are also called to edify, teach, and be Christian 
witnesses both inside and outside the Church. In fact, Ford shows that Chrysostom saw 
the laity as uniquely gifted for this ministry: 
Because you have more freedom of speech, and love and intimacy with one 
another, and these things are no small advantages for teaching, but great and 
                                                 
74 Ford, “The Interrelationship of Clergy and Laity within the Church According to St. John 
Chrysostom,”339. 
75 Ford, “The Interrelationship of Clergy and Laity within the Church According to St. John 
Chrysostom,”339. This assertion corroborates Behr-Sigel’s criticism that poor ecclesiology leads to an 
assumption of ministry being the territory of men. 
76 In Orthodox ordination services, the laity are supposed to shout, “Axios!” (worthy) for the 
person getting ordained. In theory, someone would not be ordained if the laity did not say, “Axios.” I have 
never seen or heard of this being withheld. 
77 Ford, “The Interrelationship of Clergy and Laity within the Church,” 344.  
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opportune introductions for it, you will be more able than we [the clergy] both to 
reprove and to exhort. And not only this, but because I am but one, while you are 
many, you will all be able, however many, to be teachers.78  
Here, there is no implication that teaching should only be done by clergy, or even that 
clergy do it best.79 Rather, the purpose of learning the faith is to become a teacher. In 
fact, Chrysostom believes that something about being a lay person can allow the teaching 
to be done with more intimacy and warmth. Connected to this ministry of teaching, the 
“priesthood” of the laity is evidenced by a virtuous life. This is especially true in 
almsgiving.80 Once again, Ford underscores this point by emphasizing Chrysostom’s 
belief that the virtuous lives of the laity often have more sway on others than the best 
clergy sermons. Important for an Orthodox liturgical context, Chrysostom believes that 
the poor are an altar of Christ holier than any altar in a Church.81 This is the altar at which 
the laity are to serve when they minister to others through almsgiving. 
                                                 
78 Philip Schaff and Henry Wace, eds., “Homily XXX on Hebrews,” in St. Chrysostom: Homilies 
on Hebrews, vol. 14, Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers First Series (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1994). 
Schaff and Wace, “Homily XXX on Hebrews,” 504, quoted in Ford, “The Interrelationship of Clergy and 
Laity within the Church According to St. John Chrysostom,” 344. 
79 In the United States, having lay people teaching youth is the exception. Unfortunately, the 
perceived unimportance of children’s catechism can be reflected in the lack of lay training and standards 
for this ministry. 
80 Ford, “The Interrelationship of Clergy and Laity within the Church,” 345.  
81 It seems that Chrysostom is addressing possible jealousy of the laity for the clergy. Only 
someone with a blessing of a Bishop or priest, who has a specific task to do, is allowed inside the altar. In 
the United States, this has been misunderstood as only men are allowed inside the altar. In fact, there are 
women with a blessing to enter the altar for a specific purpose. However, this almost never happens during 
a service unless it is a women’s monastery.  
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 Similar conclusions appear to have been reached by the Rev. John Chryssavgis.82 
In his article, “Obedience and Authority: Dimensions of a Hierarchical Church,” 
Chryssavgis discusses his understanding of laity while addressing misconceptions of the 
nature and purpose of the Church hierarchy. He argues that the “[h]ierarchy exists in 
order to reveal the priestly vocation (cf 1 Pet. 2:9) and function of all within a world that 
is beautifully ordered by its Creator as cosmos.”83 As Skordallos has also argued, 
Chryssavgis believes that the clergy have a responsibility to the vocation of the laity. The 
Church’s hierarchical nature does not, he contends, exclude lay people from ministry. 
This is true because “the Holy Spirit is poured out on all the people of God. Each faithful 
is considered king, priest, and prophet, while the gifts of the Spirit are many and varied (1 
Cor. 12:28-30).”84 Here, Chryssavgis particularly emphasizes the one Spirit received by 
the faithful in Baptism and the shared nature of all the people of God. 
 This emphasis matters because Chryssavgis believes that laity are too often 
treated disrespectfully with their concerns unheard by the clergy. While the people of 
God are called to be obedient to the hierarchy, this “[o]bedience transcends mere 
submissiveness” and its paradoxical goal is freedom.85 Given what he notes as Western 
values of equality and freedom, Chryssavgis believes that the Church must address 
                                                 
82 John Chryssavgis, “Obedience and Authority: Dimensions of a Hierarchical Church,” Soul 
Mending (Brookline, MA: Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 2000), 101–10. 
83 John Chryssavgis, “Obedience And Authority: Dimensions of a Hierarchical Church," 101–10. 
84 Ford, “The Interrelationship of Clergy and Laity within the Church,” 102. 
85 Ford, “The Interrelationship of Clergy and Laity within the Church,” 101-110. 
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imbalances in the relationship between clergy and laity that go against certain Western 
sensibilities. Chryssavgis warns that while authority and obedience are essential: 
It is necessary to restore a theological balance to the existing hierarchical and 
spiritual relations by encouraging greater cooperation, communication, and 
communion…Ecclesiastical authority must be seen in terms of service and not 
rule; in relation to “diakonia” and dialogue, not domination. In order, however, 
for this to occur, the faithful must be regarded as gifted people of God, and not 
manipulated as objects or “sheep” to be taken for granted.86 
Lest the Orthodox value of obedience be misused, Chryssavgis clarifies that obedience 
does not mean lay people are called to be passive “sheep” who cannot think for 
themselves: “we are called not to passivity but to active love, to vision and praxis.”87 On 
the other hand, as addressed also by Ford, at times the laity can idolize the clergy in a 
way that undermines both clergy and laity. The scholarship surveyed above makes clear 
that theologians are using Orthodox theology to counter and correct such consequences of 
clericalism.   
One consequence of clericalism is the rise of pietism. In the article, “Priesthoods 
and Pieties: Orthodoxy and the Role of Post-Reformation Laos,” Gregg A. Roeber studies 
the eighteenth century development of Pietism in the West and how clericalism in West 
and East disengaged laity.88 He indicates that clericalism in the East resulted in the laity 
being excluded from communion and estranged from their clergy. Roeber also asserts 
                                                 
86 Ford, “The Interrelationship of Clergy and Laity within the Church,” 109. 
87 Ford, “The Interrelationship of Clergy and Laity within the Church,” 107. 
88 Roeber, “Priesthoods and Pieties: Orthodoxy and the Role of Post-Reformation Laos,” 39–52. 
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that historical developments came to distinguish clergy and laity based on governance 
rather than the “ordering of the entire body…around the Eucharistic altar.”89 Despite the 
belief that the Laos includes clergy and laity, “the dignity of the baptized and chrismated 
laos began to fade rather early in the eastern church.”90 At the root of tension between the 
pietism and clericalism, Roeber contends, is a misunderstanding of clergy and laity. He 
believes the Orthodox Church cannot understand the appeal of pietism in Orthodoxy if it 
does not return to the “primary importance” of baptism and chrismation.91  
In a response to Roeber’s paper, Rev. Robert Arida argues that congregationalism  
and clericalism are both extremes that can be found in the Orthodox Church today.92 He 
cites two examples of devaluing the laity in Church history. First, from the seventh 
century, Arida notes that the Canon of Trullo prohibits laity from entering the altar. 
Second, and crucial to this study, Arida notes that twelfth century commentaries 
demonstrated an understanding of the laity as worldly.93 In fact, the “royal priesthood” 
                                                 
89 Roeber, “Priesthoods and Pieties: Orthodoxy and the Role of Post-Reformation Laos,” 39. 
Centering ecclesiology around the Eucharist table is a remedy to the misunderstanding that the Church is a 
“pyramid of powers,” as articulated by Behr-Sigel, “The Meaning of Ministry.”  
90 Roeber, “Priesthoods and Pieties: Orthodoxy and the Role of Post-Reformation Laos,” 40. 
91 Roeber, “Priesthoods and Pieties: Orthodoxy and the Role of Post-Reformation Laos,” 50. 
Roeber provides the example of the “Zoe” (life) lay Orthodox movement in Greece. Even though this was a 
movement to increase lay involvement in the Orthodox Church, the renewal was in the context of a 
Eucharistic community not a revolution against sacraments and hierarchy.  
92 Robert M. Arida, “Response to Roeber,” in One Calling in Christ: The Laity in the Orthodox 
Church: Papers from the Annual Meeting of the Orthodox Theological Society in America 2004, ed. Anton 
C. Vrame (Berkeley, CA: InterOrthodox Press, 2005), 53–56.  
93 “Worldly” is a derogatory term meaning the laity was seen as inherently unspiritual and less 
holy than the clergy. Here is a New Testament example of this term: “Do not love the world or the things in 
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became identified specifically with the clergy. Arida therefore, agrees with Roeber that 
the separation of clergy and laity before the Reformation cannot be blamed on Pietism’s 
influence because it already existed. Nonetheless, he appreciates Pietism inspiring 
renewed emphasis on “social responsibility” in the Orthodox Church. In concord with 
other scholars cited above, Arida believes a right relationship between laity and clergy 
will be Eucharistic in nature not based on conceptions of “rights and powers.” 
Exhibiting understanding similar to Roeber, John Klentos provides an additional 
modern example of the baptismal paradigm as central to understanding the laity’s 
dignity.94 Drawing on renowned Orthodox theologian John Zizioulas, Klentos argues that 
the laity is already ordained into the “priesthood of all believers” by virtue of their 
baptism. He asserts that undermining the role of the laity is a misunderstanding of 
salvation that emphasizes Christ without including the Holy Spirit. Such a perception 
“tempts people to see God’s saving presence as being communicated through one man 
and to consider the ordained clergyman (whether bishop or presbyter) to be acting in 
persona Christi to the exclusion of the laity.”95 Therefore, a deeper understanding of the 
Holy Spirit’s work in baptism and chrismation is, Klentos argues, an antidote to such 
misperception.  
                                                 
the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. For all that is in the world—the 
lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life—is not of the Father but is of the world.” 1 John 
2:15-16. Italics added.   
94 Klentos, “Liturgical Perspectives on the Laity,” 107-123. 
95 Klentos, “Liturgical Perspectives on the Laity,” 111. Italics in original. 
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Klentos’ work is particularly important to this study because he is one of the few 
who discusses a way to formalize lay ministry. He does so by calling for a return to 
“Installed or Commissioned Ministers.”96 Klentos supports this by giving examples of 
orders in the Church such as “reader, singer, doorman, catechist” that once received 
“ritual ratification and blessing” through a prayer service.97 A return to these earlier 
practices in Byzantium would restore formal ways of blessing and recognizing ministry 
relationships to the Church. He further argues that this practice would give the Orthodox 
Church an opportunity for “quality control” since more can be expected out of people in 
such recognized relationships with the Church.98 Finally, Klentos believes that 
commissioning, or installing, ministers would allow the Church to reflect better the body 
of Christ with each member’s gifts. 
As will be further shown below, lay ministry is often presented as being virtually 
synonymous with lay service. One example of lay ministry as conceptually distinctive 
from general lay service is found in Despina Prassas’ work “Varieties of Gifts: Women’s 
                                                 
96 Klentos, “Liturgical Perspectives on the Laity.” 117.  
97 While there might be people who do these functions, they are rarely blessed in a prayer service 
for this ministry. In the Greek Orthodox Church of America, the “reader” blessing is more often given to 
altar boys to validate their entrance into the altar, not because they are expected to meet the role of reader. 
One modern exception where the blessing and role come together is the blessing service Orthodox 
Christian lay chaplains receive in the United States. 
98 This is in contrast to ministries with volunteers where, according to respondents to this study, a 
parish can feel like they should be willing to receive anyone willing to help whether or not they have the 
gifts and/or training needed for the work.  
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Ministries in the Contemporary Church.”99 Similar to the theologians discussed above, 
she draws on holy tradition to counter “superior/inferior models of ministry” that fail to 
understand the “dignity and equality of all.”100 She continues to say that “[a]ll are called 
to be participants in the holy life. The sacred tradition of our church emphasizes the 
contribution of all, including women.”101 Here, Prassas uses the Orthodox theology of the 
laity specifically to uphold the place of women in ministry capacities. Her article contains 
an extensive list of activities engaged in by lay women that also are reflected in this 
study. This list includes pastoral care, education, social work, publications, chanters, 
ecumenical work, and iconographers.102 These positions point to a unique type of 
preparation and life-long commitment that are found in theologically trained lay 
ministers. 
Research on “Lay Ministry” 
  A main aim of this research project is to explore the concept of “lay ministry” as 
a qualitatively distinct calling within the universal Christian call to offer gifts for the 
“building up of the body of Christ.” The scholarship reviewed above suggests there is a 
                                                 
99 Despina D. Prassas, “Varieties of Gifts: Women’s Ministries in the Contemporary Church,” in 
Orthodox Women Speak: Discerning the “Signs of the Times,” ed. Kyriaki Karidoyanes FitzGerald 
(Brookline, MA: Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 1999), 44–50. 
100 Prassas, “Varieties of Gifts: Women’s Ministries in the Contemporary Church,” 45. 
101 Prassas, “Varieties of Gifts: Women’s Ministries in the Contemporary Church,” 45. 
102 Prassas, “Varieties of Gifts: Women’s Ministries in the Contemporary Church,” 49. 
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renewed interest in the dignity of the laity and their responsibility to ministry as part of 
the “priesthood of believers.”  
This section will explore some of the official ways that lay ministry is described 
by Orthodox jurisdictions in the United States. It will also discuss some important work 
dealing specifically with this unique vocation. Knowing how public discussions in the 
Orthodox Church in the United States currently take place is a crucial reference point for 
comparing messages about lay ministry embedded in the experiences of research 
participants. As subsequent chapters will reveal, respondents to this study tend to 
experience disconnection between officially stated values of lay ministry and how they 
are treated in the field. 
Lay ministry is often discussed under the heading of “lay leadership” in the 
Church. While this can overlap with how lay ministry is used in the present research, it 
does not explicitly recognize it as a distinct vocation. For example, the Department of 
Outreach and Evangelism in the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of America (GOA) has a 
program highlighting exemplary ministries in parishes around the country. When the 
research for this paper began in 2014, the official website of the department contained 
two important references to “lay leadership” and “lay ministry.” As of this writing, both 
public references no longer appear on the GOA website. Prior to the material’s removal,  
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the “About Us” section of “Ministry Profiles” contained information addressing possible 
concern of priests while promoting “lay leadership”: 103  
This is a program designed to profile exceptional ministries carried out in parishes 
throughout the Archdiocese with a step-by-step plan of implementation. The goal 
of Ministry Profiles is not to add to the workload of our parish priests. Local 
clergy are encouraged to assess the gifts of lay leadership in the parish, 
empowering them to spearhead suitable ministries, always under the guidance of 
the parish priest. Ministries highlighted include the Challenge Liturgy—a special 
liturgy of physically & mentally challenged Orthodox Christians; a Grief & 
Bereavement Support Group, The Life Ministries Program to assist new mothers 
in need, and the Parish Nurse Program—a multifaceted ministry serving 
parishioners and the surrounding community. 
This 2014 introduction to the GOA Department of Outreach and Evangelism 
highlights two possible concerns of a parish priest. First, that promoting ministries will be 
too burdensome for clergy. Second, that “lay leadership” might not be appropriate in 
some circumstances. Clergy are therefore assured that gifted lay people should only be 
“empowered” to lead “suitable ministries, always under the guidance of the parish 
priest.”104  
This 2014 introduction also established that it is the priest’s responsibility to 
discern lay gifts and “empower” their leadership.105 The “About Us” passage was 
                                                 
103 James W Kordaris. “Overview: Resources & Programs,” Department of Outreach and 
Evangelism, Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of America, accessed February 5, 2014, 
http://www.goarch.org/archdiocese/departments/outreach/aboutus.  
104 Kordaris, “Overview: Resources & Programs.” This is the 2014 version. 
105 Kordaris, “Overview: Resources & Programs.” 
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followed by a list of links to ministry profiles. The “lay ministry” link went to the 
following webpage content: 106 
LAY MINISTRY  
Lay Ministry is a key element in the process of parish renewal. The parish 
priest is called to assess the gifts of his lay leadership and to empower them to 
spearhead suitable lay ministries under his guidance. In the words of St. John 
Chrysostom: “The most basic task of the Church leader is to discern the spiritual 
gifts of all those under his authority, and to encourage those gifts to be used to the 
full for the benefit of all. Only a person who can discern the gifts of others and 
can humbly rejoice at the flowering of those gifts is fit to lead the Church.”107 
These two passages, the “About Us” introduction on and the link on lay ministry, set a 
strong public stance on the importance of lay leadership and the role of the clergy.  
By 2017, the GOA Department of Outreach and Evangelism website had removed 
these two important references to “lay leadership” and “lay ministry.” Here is what 
remains:   
This section highlights our effort to profile exceptional parish ministries 
from throughout the Archdiocese of America, with a step-by-step plan for 
implementation.  
“The most basic task of the Church leader is to discern the spiritual gifts of 
all those under his authority, and to encourage those gifts to be used to the full for 
the benefit of all. Only a person who can discern the gifts of others and can 
humbly rejoice at the flowering of those gifts is fit to lead the Church.”  
Saint John Chrysostom 
                                                 
106 Department of Outreach and Evangelism, “Lay Ministry.” Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of 
America, accessed February 5, 2014. http://www.goarch.org/archdiocese/departments/outreach/layministry. 
Italics in original. 
107 The Skordallos article discussed earlier in this chapter contains the same St. John Chrysostom 
quote. Skordallos’ article is also hosted on the GOA website. Skordallos, “The Shared Ministry of Clergy 
and Laity.” 
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We ask that you share the successful ministries of your parish that they 
might be implemented in other parishes throughout the Archdiocese.108 
The 2017 introduction of “Parish Ministry Profiles” does not include the critical 2014 
passage of clergy’s responsibility in discovering gifts and promoting “lay leadership.”109 
Lay ministry is no longer a page header. While using the same Chrysostom passage as the 
2014 “lay ministry” link, this current introduction lacks the powerful affirmation of lay 
charisms since it is no longer explicitly associated with “lay ministry.” 
This is not the only example of lay ministry being addressed in an indirect—
possibly ambivalent—manner on the GOA website. A 2003 Archpastoral Reflection by 
Archbishop Demetrios contains another instance. This text is also listed under two 
different titles depending on the website through which it is accessed. On “The Circle,” 
an Orthodox Christian social platform similar to Facebook, Archbishop Demetrios’ 
reflection bears the title “Archpastoral Reflections on Lay Ministry,” by Archbishop 
Demetrios, GOA.”110 On the GOA website itself, however, the same content is present 
                                                 
108 Department of Outreach and Evangelism, “Parish Ministry Profiles: All Products & Services,” 
Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of America, accessed December 19, 2017, https://www.goarch.org/-/parish-
ministry-profiles?inheritRedirect=true. 
109 As shown in Chapter 4, “Data Analysis,” clergy play a powerful gatekeeper function in lay 
ministry. Therefore, it is noteworthy that the passage about their responsibility in lay ministry has been 
removed. 
110 Archbishop Demetrios, “Archpastoral Reflections on Lay Ministry,” Orthodoxcircle.com 
(September 18, 2003), accessed April 5, 2014, https://orthodoxcircle.com/blog/2404/archpastoral-
reflections-on-lay-ministry-by-archbishop-demetrios-goa/. 
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under the title “The Ministries of our Parishes.”111 The following extract from this 
differently-named essay is particularly important. When seen under the umbrella of “lay 
ministry” it takes on a more explicit message of such ministry’s support:  
Ministry is not a task that belongs solely to one individual or to one particular 
group of persons; it is a communal act, a sacred endeavor that summons the 
collective efforts of all of us, clergy and laity alike, who comprise the parish. 
Recognizing and utilizing the diverse and unique contributions of each of the 
members of our community is a significant aspect of our apostolic legacy as 
Orthodox Christians.  
Archbishop Demetrios clearly states the importance of lay ministry, calling all ministry a 
“communal act.” He argues that serving others helps each person "grow in faith and in 
wisdom and grace of God.” Additionally, he contends that ministry builds up 
communities and serves the tangible needs of people: “Through our ministry, our sacred 
diakonia, we will not only build communities of faith and love, but we will also bring 
Jesus Christ to souls that are crying out for compassion, healing, fellowship, and 
salvation.”112  
Archbishop Demetrios’ archpastoral reflection on lay ministry is relevant to this 
study in several ways. For instance, he specifically references the population of this 
study: theologically trained graduates of Orthodox theological seminaries. He further 
addresses the financial situations of those so dedicated to lay ministry, saying that such 
                                                 
111 Archbishop Demetrios, “The Ministries of Our Parishes: Parish & Church Life,” Greek 
Orthodox Archdiocese of America (September 18, 2003), accessed December 19, 2017, 
https://www.goarch.org/-/archpastoral-reflections-september-2003?inheritRedirect=true.  
112 Archbishop Demetrios, “Archpastoral Reflections on Lay Ministry.” 
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graduates in ministry should be “invest[ed]” in when funds are available in a 
community.113 The Archbishop includes the following examples of what may be 
understood as lay ministry: “Ministries that promote literacy, programs that teach basic 
skills to those in need, efforts to provide resources to the poor and unemployed, and 
ministries to those who are in prison.” Moreover, in resonance with Klentos’ observations 
cited above, His Eminence encourages parishes to consider “quality and 
comprehensiveness” of their different ministries.114 Finally, the Archbishop’s reflection 
states that there is a need to make sure of the "ongoing education and spiritual 
development” of presumably lay ministers "as effective ministers of God's Word.”  
In addition to the GOA’s missing references to lay ministry, a search for the term 
“lay ministry” in the official website of the Orthodox Church in America reveals that 
there once existed a Department of Lay Ministries. Moreover, the “Parish Ministry 
Resources” official website of the Orthodox Church in America (OCA) contains a list of 
articles dedicated to the “Theology of Lay Ministries.” One available article is a 1988 
keynote address from the director of the Department of Lay Ministries when it was still in 
existence. In “Lay Ministry: A Shared Responsibility,” Larry Jenny summarizes his 
understanding of lay ministry thusly: 
Lay ministry is not a new concept, nor is it alien to Orthodoxy. Lay ministry is as 
old as the Church itself and fundamental to the practice of Christianity. Lay 
ministry is not something difficult or mysterious. It is a natural and inevitable 
                                                 
113 Archbishop Demetrios, “Archpastoral Reflections on Lay Ministry.” 
114 The need for quality in ministries was also a common theme from respondents. See Chapter 4, 
“Data Analysis.” 
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expression of our belief in Christ and being a part of His Church. Lay ministry is 
not synonymous with social welfare. It is service to others, born of simple 
Christian love for all God’s creatures. Unlike the social programs administered by 
government or private charitable agencies, lay ministry deals with more than 
material need. It also seeks to meet spiritual need and thus to minister to the 
whole person—body, mind, and soul.115 
Jenny’s observations suggest that “lay ministry” is virtually synonymous with universal 
lay involvement in ministry. As such, it is not necessarily as focused as the vocation of 
“lay ministry” being discussed in this research. Nonetheless, his explanation of lay 
ministry as being both “natural and an inevitable expression of our belief in Christ and 
being a part of His Church,” is striking. 
 Jenny goes on to describe the role of the former Department of Lay Ministries in 
the OCA as not being a “’centrally organized and operated national program.” Rather, its 
purpose was primarily to support lay ministry at the micro level and to promote the 
involvement of lay men and women in Christian witness and service to the teachings and 
tradition of the Orthodox Church.” According to Jenny, the Department of Lay Ministries 
had used publications, task forces, and “special activities (conferences, workshops, 
seminars)” to accomplish its purpose.116 While the types of publications Jenny cited are 
still available on the OCA website, it is important to note that the Department of Lay 
                                                 
115 Larry Jenny, “Lay Ministry: A Shared Responsibility,” Presented at the Assembly of the 
Diocese of Eastern Pennsylvania, September 10, 1988, Orthodox Church in America, accessed December 
19, 2017, https://oca.org/parish-ministry/theology/lay-ministry-a-shared-responsibility.  
116 Jenny, “Lay Ministry: A Shared Responsibility.” These were department resources for meeting 
their mission to promote lay ministry. 
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Ministries itself is no longer active.117 At present, resources formerly linked to lay 
ministry appear on the OCA website under “Parish Ministry.” But such a title does not 
necessarily imply lay leadership or lay ministry.  
 In contrast to examples from the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese and the Orthodox 
Church in America given above, the website of the Antiochian Orthodox Archdiocese 
contains a current and explicit reference to a Department of Lay Ministry.118 The 
description of this department indicates that it offers retreats, conflict resolution for 
priests and parishes, and a training program of “parish leadership and development.”  
Lay Ministry Experience 
As previously indicated, there is very little research on the lived realities of lay 
ministry by either men or women in the Orthodox Church in the United States. No study 
to date has, for instance, included the experience of theologically educated men who have 
unique challenges, particularly the pressure to be ordained. Additionally, the only known 
data comes from Kyriaki Karidoyanes FitzGerald’s thirty-year old study, “Practical 
Issues and Challenges Encountering Theologically Educated Lay Ministers in Orthodox 
America.”119  
                                                 
117 I found no official reference as to why this department closed.  
118
 “The Department of Lay Ministry” Antiochian Orthodox Christian Archdiocese, accessed 
December 19, 2017, http://antiochian.org/department-lay-ministry. I chose to focus on the three largest 
jurisdictions since they have arguably the largest influence on how lay ministry is understood and 
experienced. An exhaustive analysis of how lay ministry is portrayed by every Orthodox jurisdiction would 
be an important research project beyond the scope of this study. 
119 FitzGerald, “Practical Issues and Challenges Encountering Theologically Educated Lay 
Ministers in Orthodox America,” 1-4. FitzGerald collected her data through a semi-formal survey. 
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This latter work has proven, nonetheless, to be a major source of information and 
inspiration for the present study. For example, FitzGerald gathered her data from a semi-
formal survey of theology graduate students.120 The important themes from FitzGerald’s 
work include: parish confusion over the purpose of theologically trained women; more or 
less supportive parishes depending on parish ethnic makeup; and priests’ roles in setting 
the tone of one’s treatment in lay ministry. Additionally, although resilience factors were 
not specifically addressed in FitzGerald’s study, respondents at that time appear to have 
hinted at such factors as encouraging long and fruitful lay ministry. Examples include: a 
spiritual life, a home pastor’s support, a lay minsters’ talents being affirmed, and having a 
sense of being honored or humbled to be in parish ministry. Importantly, FitzGerald 
found that the term “lay minister” was not used in the female students’ experience.121 
THE STUDY OF RESILIENCE 
Resilience is a field of study increasingly popular in many disciplines. These 
include psychology, social work, child development, education, ecology, industrial 
development, even economics. The various ways that the term resilience is used in such 
disparate contexts, though, can make any study of resilience confusing. For example, the 
“term can refer to a trait of individuals, characteristics of the individual’s environment, as 
well as a set of processes and mechanisms through which internal and external assets (i.e. 
                                                 
120 Participants were in lay ministry and were current students at Holy Cross Greek Orthodox 
School of Theology in Brookline, MA. 
121 Some respondents here did use “lay minister” when telling their stories. It is unclear if being 
interviewed for this study impacted that language choice. 
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strengths) are harnessed when adversity is present.”122 The term resilience has also been 
used to explain individual and community characteristics or qualities within a rural 
community experiencing extreme drought.123 Additionally, the concept of resilience has 
been used as a way to guide culturally-informed interventions for native peoples.124 It has 
even been used in exploring the relationship of religion and spirituality to quality of life 
matters of elderly women125 and clergy couples.126  
The present work concentrates on an approach to resilience that understands 
desired outcomes (i.e. having longevity and success in lay ministry despite substantial 
difficulties) as being affected by dynamic relationships between individuals and their 
environments. As noted in the introductory chapter, the specific understanding of 
resilience informing this study is known as “social ecology of resilience.”127 Michael 
Ungar formed this approach in the context of child development studies, drawing on 
                                                 
122 Michael Ungar, “The Social Ecology of Resilience," 1. 
123 Elizabeth Buikstra et al., “The Components of Resilience-Perceptions of an Australian Rural 
Community,” Journal of Community Psychology 38, no. 8 (November 2010): 975–91. 
124 Colette V. Browne, Noreen Mokuau, and Kathryn L. Braun, “Adversity and Resiliency in the 
Lives of Native Hawaiian Elders,” Social Work 54, no. 3 (July 2009): 253–61. 
125 Lydia K. Manning, “Enduring as Lived Experience: Exploring the Essence of Spiritual 
Resilience for Women in Late Life,” Journal of Religion and Health 53, no. 2 (April 2014): 352–62.  
126 George Stavros et al., “Trauma, Relational Spirituality, and Resilience: A Study of Greek 
Orthodox Priests and Presvyteras,” Report to the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of America (Boston, MA: 
The Albert and Jessie Danielsen Institute, 2015).  
127 Ungar, “The Social Ecology of Resilience.” 1-17. 
 61 
 
developmental psychologist Bronfenbrenner’s person-in-environment approach to 
individuals.128  
Although coming from a sociological standpoint, Ungar’s contextual approach 
nevertheless resonates with an Orthodox understanding of personhood and belief in 
humanity’s inherit interconnectedness.129 Augmenting Ungar’s framework, this literature 
review includes examples of how resilience has been studied and identified in unique 
contexts and populations. These additional, varied references inform how this study 
explores the subgroup of Orthodox Christian lay ministers in the United States through a 
lens of resilience.  
Social Ecology of Resilience 
 Ungar is critical of resilience research that, in his view, focuses so much on 
individuals that the emphasis becomes about personal traits facilitating individual 
resilience under stress. Over against such a research focus, Ungar draws a conclusion, 
based on reviewing decades of resilience research, that “the study of resilience should 
involve context first.”130 Studies will better account for why certain people have positive 
                                                 
128 Urie Bronfenbrenner, The Ecology of Human Development: Experiments by Nature and Design 
(Cambridge, MA.: Harvard University Press, 1979). According to Bronfenbrenner’s model, people 
influence and are influenced by relationships to the consecutive circles of their “microsystem,” 
“mesosystem,” “exosystem,” and “macrosystem.” See Figure 6. Social work is particularly committed to 
promoting this “persons in environment” approach to understanding and empowering people. 
129 Indeed, all of creation is understood as interconnected from the Orthodox Christian perspective. 
130 Ungar, “The Social Ecology of Resilience,” 4. 
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outcomes and not others, he argues, if they apply four principles: “decentrality,” 
“complexity,” “atypicality,” and “cultural relativity.”131  
Ungar accounts for these four resilience ideas in his definition of the “social 
ecology of resilience”: 
In the context of exposure to significant adversity, resilience is both the capacity 
of individuals to navigate their way to the psychological, social, cultural, and 
physical resources that sustain their well being, and their capacity individually 
and collectively to negotiate for these resources to be provided and experienced in 
culturally meaningful ways.132  
Our environments have a variety of resources that can help individuals under severe 
“adversity.” Resilient outcomes depend on both someone being able to engage these 
resources and individuals and groups successfully advocating for the resources they need.  
Ungar also provides an equation to clarify this “process-oriented and 
contextualized” approach to researching resilience:133  
 
In this equation, (RB) stands for the “resilience and the behaviors associated with 
positive development under adversity.”134 Such resilience is a function of a person’s (P) 
                                                 
131 Ungar, “The Social Ecology of Resilience,” 4-10.  
132 Michael Ungar, “Resilience across Cultures,” The British Journal of Social Work 38, no. 2 
(February 1, 2008): 218–235, quoted in "Ungar, “The Social Ecology of Resilience,” 10. Italics my own. 
Ungar cites his 2008 work for this definition, however, the text is slightly different between the two.  
133 Ungar, “The Social Ecology of Resilience,” 12. 
134 Ungar, “The Social Ecology of Resilience,” 12. 
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strengths (s) and challenges (c) in that person’s environment (E), while also factoring in 
the available (Av) and accessible (Ac) opportunities (O) in that environment and the 
meaning (M) of these ‘health-sustaining resources” within the person’s “culture and 
context."135 
 Ungar’s four principles assist the overall study of resilience in better accounting 
for the dynamic and multifaceted processes thereof, i.e. positive outcomes when 
significant stressors are present. Although Ungar focuses principally on child 
development, his work on the whole maintains that these principles can apply to studying 
any population’s efforts to thrive despite substantial adversity. The principle of 
decentrality, for example, refers to research that looks at environment first and individual 
second: 
This ecological perspective situates resilience as a theory that emphasizes the 
nature of the child’s social and physical ecology first, interactional processes 
between the environment and the individual child second, and child-specific 
propensities toward positive development third.136  
Similarly, the principle of complexity accounts for the fact that resilience is typically very 
multifaceted with causality that is often difficult to establish.137 For example, cross-
sectional research can miss that one person might show certain protective factors or good 
coping in one context and yet display different factors in a changed environment.138 
                                                 
135 Ungar, “The Social Ecology of Resilience,” 11-12. 
136 Ungar, “The Social Ecology of Resilience,” 6.  
137 Ungar, “The Social Ecology of Resilience,” 7.  
138 Ungar, “The Social Ecology of Resilience,” 7. 
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Resilience research needs to “develop contextually and temporally specific models to 
explain resilience related outcomes” that are cautious “when asserting the generalizability 
of findings unless social and physical ecologies are held constant.”139  
The third of Ungar’s principles, atypicality, reminds researchers that what 
constitutes resilience in any context might differ from what a researcher expects: 
“[R]esearching resilience as a process requires less focus on predetermined outcomes to 
judge the success of growth trajectories and more emphasis on understanding the 
functionality of behavior when alternative pathways to development are blocked.”140 
Finally, the principle of cultural relativity asserts that what is understood as resilience, 
positive coping, and positive development depends on the culture of the group being 
studied.141 What a group values as resilience may, therefore, be different from what is so 
identified by “elites” of the dominant culture.142   
Such potential for adaptability means that Ungar’s approach to resilience is 
relevant and flexible enough to apply to a distinctive group such as Orthodox Christian 
lay ministers in the United States. In fact, Ungar acknowledges the adaptability of his 
approach when he encourages “qualitative studies that identify local phenomena that are 
                                                 
139 Ungar, “The Social Ecology of Resilience,” 7.  
140 For instance, seeking further education and training can be understood as resilient behavior for 
lay ministers who are blocked from having meaningful and gainful employment in lay ministry.  
141 Ungar, “The Social Ecology of Resilience,” 9-10. 
142 Ungar, “The Social Ecology of Resilience,” 9-10. 
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associated with coping well with adversity [that] can help broaden our understanding of 
indigenous patterns of adaption.”143  
Additional Research 
While Ungar’s work provides the primary theoretical lens for understanding 
resilience in this study, additional sources inform this work’s approach. Certain studies 
are particularly important because of how they explore resilience in individuals and 
communities in unique contexts. The following brief survey covers examples that account 
for religion and spirituality in resilience. 
Factors of Resilience 
In a study entitled “The Components of Resilience—Perceptions of an Australian 
Rural Community,” Elizabeth Buikstra, Helen Ross, Christine A. King, Peter G. Baker, 
Desley Hegney, Kathryn McLachlan, and Cath Rogers-Clark examine qualities of 
individual and community resilience in a rural Australian community.144 Based on 
“convergent interviewing”145 of key informants, the authors note the “synergistic” quality 
of individual and communal factors of resilience: resilience at one level feeds resilience 
at another.146 Moreover, individuals and the entire community often share resilience 
                                                 
143 Ungar, “The Social Ecology of Resilience,” 12. 
144 Buikstra et al., “The Components of Resilience: Perceptions of an Australian Rural 
Community,” 975–991. 
145 Buikstra et al., “The Components of Resilience,” 975–991. This is a type of in-depth 
interviewing, see Chapter 3 “Research Methods.” Buikstra et al, analyzed the interview results on going 
and then used this data to inform their next interview questions.  
146 Buikstra et al., “The Components of Resilience,” 976. 
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factors.147 For example, Buikstra et al.’s interviews asked about qualities that make an 
individual resilient; the resilience characteristics of the informants’ community; and the 
“characteristics of an ideal resilient community.”148 Study participants contended that 
resilience grows as a process.149 In all, Buikstra et al. identify eleven resilience qualities, 
seven of which resonate thematically with this study. The seven qualities are “social 
networks and support,” “positive outlook,” “learning,” “early experience,” “infrastructure 
and support services,” “sense of purpose,” and “beliefs.”  
Their findings lead Buikstra et al. to argue for mental health or community 
development intervention that “matches the building of individual resilience to 
opportunities inherent in their social and physical environments and aims to assist 
communities to energize their own capacities.”150 While the present study of lay ministry 
differs from Buikstra et al. in that the lay ministry population does not have a single 
physical location, participants in this study nonetheless share an identity as Orthodox 
Christians in the United States. Therefore, as will become clear in subsequent chapters, 
the interviewee’s responses about the Church and lay ministry suggest similar communal 
and individual features of resilience in the Orthodox Church and lay ministers. 
                                                 
147 Buikstra et al., “The Components of Resilience,” 986. 
148 Buikstra et al., “The Components of Resilience,” 980. 
149 Buikstra et al., “The Components of Resilience,” 989.  
150 This echoes the present study’s desire to provide analysis and recommendations that relate to 
the Orthodox Church. 
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Another relevant study, that of Colette V. Browne, Noreer Mokuau, and Kathryn 
L. Braun considers resilience factors along with “social and health disparities,” of another 
unique sub-group: Native Hawaiian elders.151 As did Ungar when creating his social 
ecology model, Browne et al. draw on Bronfenbrenner’s152 model of person-in-
environment to best understand resilience in their studied group. They argue, for 
example, that the lives of Native Hawaiian elders suggest a “resilient culture with 
enduring cultural values and traditions that promote health and family care.”153 
Appropriate social services for Native Hawaiian elderly persons will take into account 
“those cultural and historical markers and resiliency factors (for example, cultural values 
and traditions) that ultimately shape health and life trajectories.”154 Browne et al. also 
identify “resiliency events” that they define as crucial historic moments important to 
native Hawaiians.155  
By illustrating respect and consideration of Native Hawaiian cultural values, 
traditions, and history, Browne et al. are a model for this study. In particular, the way in 
which the authors discuss Native Hawaiian beliefs provides an important example of 
                                                 
151 Browne et al., “Adversity and Resiliency in the Lives of Native Hawaiian Elders,” 253.  
152 Bronfenbrenner, The Ecology of Human Development: Experiments by Nature and Design. 
153 Browne et al., “Adversity and Resiliency in the Lives of Native Hawaiian Elders,” 254. 
154 Browne et al., “Adversity and Resiliency in the Lives of Native Hawaiian Elders,” 254. 
155 Browne et al., “Adversity and Resiliency in the Lives of Native Hawaiian Elders,” 253-61. 
Two examples they give are a convention that began the return of lands seized by the federal government 
and the establishment of health care programs for native Hawaiians in 1988.  
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what this study of Orthodox Christian resilience also endeavors to accomplish. Like 
Ungar, they demonstrate a culturally relevant approach to understanding groups. This 
enables Browne et al. to better understand the unique features of this population and their 
environment, which in turn enables them to advocate for culturally meaningful resources 
of resilience. Browne et al.’s research encourages this study to let lay ministers’ 
experiences underscore the resilience factors within the spiritual, cultural ecology of 
Orthodox Christianity.156  
Religion and Spirituality 
 Religion and spirituality constitute crucial contextual forces for individuals and 
communities. As such, religion and spirituality can influence desired outcomes, give 
meaning to life events, and provide resources for resilience. Browne et al. acknowledge 
this when discussing resilience as it connects to the spirituality and “cosmography” of 
Native Hawaiians.157 Two additional sources of relevance to the religion and spirituality 
matters in the present study are Lydia K. Manning’s work on endurance158 and an 
examination of trauma, relationship, and resilience by George Stavros, Steven Sandage, 
                                                 
156 It is widely known within the mental health world in the United States that mental health 
professionals tend to be less religious than the populations they serve. This phenomenon, until recently, has 
been associated with a lack of scholarship and training on the positive role of religiosity and spirituality. 
See, Alexander Moreira-Almeida, Francisco Lotufo Neto, and Harold G. Koenig, “Religiousness and 
Mental Health: A Review,” Revista Brasileira de Psiquiatria 28, no. 3 (September 2006): 242–250. 
Therefore, it is important to me personally that this study, by social workers, models how to identify and 
respect spiritual components of culture.  
 
157 Browne et al., “Adversity and Resiliency in the Lives of Native Hawaiian Elders,” 255. 
158 Manning, “Enduring as Lived Experience,” 352-362. 
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Cristian Onofrei, and David Paine.159 Key matters of importance are discussed below. 
Manning describes the goal of her research as to “investigate how experiences of 
hardship and adversity provided opportunities for spiritual resilience and created 
opportunities for connection, served as sources of strength, and provided pathways for 
thriving in advanced age.”160 Although Manning’s qualitative study concentrates on 
women aged eighty and older, it still provides a good example of how to identify spiritual 
or religious factors of resilience from people’s stories. Based on in-depth interviews of 
six women, Manning identifies three main “components of spiritual resilience.” These are 
“divine support,” “maintaining a purpose,” and “expressing gratitude.”161 Divine support 
means that these women express a relationship with God and believe He supports them. 
This component of spiritual resilience helped the study informants to have “strength and 
the ability to bounce back from adversity.”162 Maintaining a purpose means that these 
women understand their old age as being part of “God’s plan.”163 Five participants found 
purpose from the Christian belief in an afterlife while all found purpose from believing in 
                                                 
159 George Stavros et al., “Trauma, Relational Spirituality, and Resilience: A Study of Greek 
Orthodox Priests and Presvyteras.” 
160 Manning, “Enduring as Lived Experience,” 360. 
161 Manning, “Enduring as Lived Experience," 352–362. 
162 Manning, “Enduring as Lived Experience,” 357. 
163 Manning, “Enduring as Lived Experience,” 358. Italics in original. 
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the “Transcendent.”164 As Manning explains, the women who participated in this study 
also discussed how the participants’ expressions of gratitude illustrate their abilities to re-
frame adversity, shifting attention away from the hardship and to a place of 
appreciation.”165  
Manning’s research provides language for identifying similar factors of spiritual 
resilience found in this study. Her work is a kindred example of using qualitative research 
to explore “intricacy regarding the interconnectedness of spirituality, resilience” and 
hardship.166 Manning’s research demonstrates how to account for spiritual factors of 
resilience within the biographical narratives of interviewees.  
A third research endeavor, Stavros et al.’s report, “Trauma, Relational 
Spirituality, and Resilience: A Study of Greek Orthodox Priests and Presvyteras” bears 
on the present work because of its focus on the struggles and supports of clergy ministry 
in an Orthodox context. The researchers conducted anonymous surveys of priests and 
clergy wives, asking participants to complete clinically-valid questionnaires for trauma, 
mental health, marital satisfaction, coping and resilience.167 Their investigation revealed 
                                                 
164 Manning, “Enduring as Lived Experience,” 358. Five women were Christian. One woman was 
a Unitarian Universalist.  
165 Manning, “Enduring as Lived Experience,” 359. 
166 Manning, “Enduring as Lived Experience,” 361. In the above quote Manning finishes with, 
“spirituality, resilience, and aging.” 
167 Stavros et al., “Trauma, Relational Spirituality, and Resilience: A Study of Greek Orthodox 
Priests and Presvyteras,” 10-12. These measures include the “Impact of Event Scale—Revised” for trauma, 
“Couples Satisfaction Index” for marital satisfaction, and the “Thriving Scale” for resilience.  
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that clergy and their wives struggle with burnout, trauma, secondary trauma,168 and 
stressors on their marriages. Stavros et al.’s survey provided an open-ended section that 
allowed respondents to expand on their answers. This written portion of the study 
revealed that clergy and presvyteras particularly wrestle with (1) “relational aggression 
from parishioners,” (2) “[e]xperiencing a lack of institutional/hierarchical support in 
times of conflict and need,” (3) “transfers and new assignments (financial and family 
stress),” (4) “power struggles with parish councils,” and (5) “campaigns to remove the 
priest.”169 Respondents used positive religious coping methods such as “trusting God,” 
believing God is guiding them, and “working on…relationships.”170  
Of special import to the present work, Stavros et al.’s study provides a nuanced 
understanding of how spirituality can lead to positive coping strategies. Not all 
“relational spirituality” mitigates stressors and increases resilience or positive coping, 
they argue.171 Rather, such positive outcomes depend on the kind of attachment style 
people bring to their relationships with God, i.e. relational spirituality. Stavros et al. thus 
differentiate between people who pray to God at times of stress with a “securely-attached 
                                                 
168 This term refers to the trauma one can experience by being supports to those who experience 
trauma. For example, a parishioner might have the trauma of violence. The priest might experience 
secondary trauma from hearing about what all that entails and being a support to this person.  
169 Stavros et al., “Trauma, Relational Spirituality, and Resilience: A Study of Greek Orthodox 
Priests and Presvyteras,” 13-15. 
170 Stavros et al., “Trauma, Relational Spirituality, and Resilience: A Study of Greek Orthodox 
Priests and Presvyteras,” 17. 
171 Stavros et al., “Trauma, Relational Spirituality, and Resilience: A Study of Greek Orthodox 
Priests and Presvyteras,” 7. 
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style” versus “insecurely-attached style.”172 Relational spirituality becomes a resilience 
factor when the securely-attached person “prays within a relational experience of God’s 
comfort and love.” By contrast, the insecurely-attached person praying to God “anxiously 
voices justifications to try to mitigate their perception of God’s disappointment and 
anger.”173 Referencing “Christian relational theology” based on God as Trinity, Stavros et 
al. emphasize that one’s relationships with God and others are key to resilience and how 
one copes with stressors: “The Christian theological traditions teach that God, as Trinity, 
always exists in loving relationship, and the present results confirm that humans also find 
resilience and thrive within a supportive relational milieu.”174 Healthy relationships in 
particular, as seen with this study’s participants, are an important mitigating factor to 
trauma and stress. 
SUMMARY 
The Orthodox scholarship presented here clearly illustrates that there is traditional 
support for the dignity of the laity by virtue of their baptism in the body of Christ. Yet, 
for various reasons, especially clericalism, such support has not always been embodied in 
                                                 
172 Stavros et al., “Trauma, Relational Spirituality, and Resilience: A Study of Greek Orthodox 
Priests and Presvyteras.” “Secure” is a healthy type of attachment and “insecure” is an unhealthy type of 
attachment within the attachment theory of human development in the mental health field. Stavros et al. are 
expanding the application to spiritual development whereby not all types of relationships with God are 
healthy, i.e. sources of resilience. 
173 Stavros et al., “Trauma, Relational Spirituality, and Resilience: A Study of Greek Orthodox 
Priests and Presvyteras.” 
174 Stavros et al., “Trauma, Relational Spirituality, and Resilience: A Study of Greek Orthodox 
Priests and Presvyteras,” 23.  
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the life of the church. In fact, as seen with Arida and others, contemporary Orthodox 
theologians are trying to address the misunderstandings that the laity are inherently 
“worldly” or “secular.” By drawing on Orthodox theology, often through revered 
theologian St. John Chrysostom, this scholarship affirms that the shared baptism and 
chrismation makes all clergy and lay people part of the laos, i.e. people of God. This 
royal priesthood of laity and clergy alike share the same call to holiness through their 
distinctive calls to ministry. 
Insights gleaned from this study’s qualitative interviews will expand the 
understanding and experience of lay ministry. Such magnified understanding will help 
answer questions such as: How do theologically educated people in lay ministry use 
theology to encourage or support their own vocations? What resources or supports do 
respondents say they need from the church? Will anyone, like Klentos, call for “installed 
or commissioned ministers”175 to affirm the relationship and create accountability? How 
will these “lay ministers” understand their role in the Body of Christ?  
Guided by Ungar’s social ecology of resilience, and buttressed by examples from 
specific studies of resilience noted above, the present work will also explore similar and 
unique processes and factors of resilience within a particular population of Orthodox 
Christian lay ministers in the United States. The study will then offer a “social-spiritual 
ecology” theoretical framework that seeks to account for an arguably unique Orthodox 
Christian Resilience emerging in the respondents’ narratives. An Orthodox, social-
                                                 
175 Klentos, “Liturgical Perspectives on the Laity.” 107-123. 
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spiritual ecology of resilience recognizes the importance of human interconnectedness 
while leaving room for the mystery of the Holy Spirit to strengthen lay ministers in 
otherwise intolerable situations. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
RESEARCH METHODS 
 
 
Motivation to serve the greater Orthodox community in the United States guides 
this study’s design and implementation. “Intensive interviewing” was used to better 
understand each participant’s personal experience, the factors of resilience they identify, 
and their thoughts on the state of lay ministry in the United States Orthodox Church. 
Details of this interview style appear below under “Study Methods.”176  
As a member of the population under investigation, I strove to design a study 
minimizing the effect of personal bias while using personal experience to create 
culturally competent questions inviting data rich narratives.177 In carrying out the 
interviews effort was also made, verbally and in tone, to demonstrate openness to any 
kind of answer beyond what might be considered “socially desirable”178 for this group. 
This technique is discussed further in the section “Social Location and Biases.” Finally, 
                                                 
176 Intensive interviewing is a qualitative research method that “involves open-ended, relatively 
unstructured questioning in which the interviewer seeks in-depth information on the interviewee’s feelings, 
experiences, and perceptions.” Lofland & Lofland, 1984, paraphrased in Rafael J. Engel and Russell K. 
Schutt, The Practice of Research in Social Work, 2nd ed. (Los Angeles: SAGE, 2009), 308. 
177 For instance, this study uses open ended questions about people’s struggles instead of giving 
them a list of struggles for them to rate or check off. In this way, the study validity is protected against the 
bias of my unique experiences.  
178 Respondents can skew their answers to what they think would make them look best to the 
interviewer. This type of bias is referred to as “social desirability.” Engel and Schutt, The Practice of 
Research in Social Work, 261. I was concerned for this particularly because my respondents were not 
anonymous and because of my status as a theological peer and a “presvytera” or priest wife.  
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presenting a pre-study workshop for design feedback strengthened accountability to the 
Orthodox community. This procedure is discussed under “Community Feedback.”  
STUDY METHODS 
Previous chapters have made clear that very little research exists concerning 
people dedicating their lives to lay ministry in the Orthodox Church in the United States. 
For this reason, an exploratory research study seemed most appropriate for this 
population.179 Exploratory methodology focuses on gathering information about the 
subject versus testing hypotheses. Open-ended questions of intensive interviewing allow 
participants to put their own words to their experience; do not limit the kind of answers 
they provide; allow flexibility in the order of questioning; and encourage follow up 
questions.180 Intensive interviewing also creates a greater sense that the interview is a 
“conversation between partners,” despite the interviewer’s responsibility for safeguarding 
participants’ well-being and maintaining appropriate distance.181   
As a result, the following pertinent research questions guide this investigation: (1) 
How do people in lay ministry experience lay ministry in the United States? (2) What 
factors—including personal, cultural, environmental, or religious—do people in lay 
                                                 
179 Exploratory research is inductive and “[s]eeks to find out how people get along in the setting 
under question, what meanings they give to their actions, and what issues concern them.” Engel and Schutt, 
The Practice of Research in Social Work, 552. 
180 Engel and Schutt, The Practice of Research in Social Work, 329.  
181 Engel and Schutt, The Practice of Research in Social Work, 329. 
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ministry identify as supporting their own resilience? (3) How can the church embody its 
tradition respecting the laity and better support resilience in lay ministry?  
In sum, the study design, intensive interviewing, and sampling methods, are not 
meant to provide generalizable data. Rather, they help create a perspective on lay 
ministry experience and resilience that can contribute to additional quantitative studies.  
Study Procedures 
In accordance with Boston University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB),182 this 
study brought participants through four to five stages conducted in English and briefly 
described below.  
(1) Pre-Interview Communication: Spoke with recruited individual by email and/or 
phone. Shared study recruitment flyer.183 Shared consent form184 and interview 
preview185 with interested potential participant. Set up a time to review both 
documents by phone. 
(2) Forms Review: Discussed the consent form and interview preview. Answered any 
questions or concerns. Scheduled the main interview at least a week after positive 
informed consent.186  
(3) Intensive Interview: Conducted two-part interview beginning with a brief 
demographic survey and followed by a three-part “intensive interview.” The main 
                                                 
182 See Appendix A for the IRB approval letter. 
183 See Appendix B for the recruitment flyer. 
184 See Appendix C for the consent form. 
185 See Appendix D for interview preview. Allowing participants to have access to the themes of 
the interview can increase the reliability and the validity of the data. Serena Rajabiun, "Re: Question about 
interviewing," E-mail message to author, December 12, 2014. 
186 The purpose of this minimum week period was to facilitate informed consent by allowing 
participants time to raise any additional concerns or questions.  
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part of the interview began with a “grand tour” 187 question: “Describe the kind of 
lay ministry you have done up until now.” 
(4) Post-Interview Communication: Emailed transcript with invitation to arrange a 
follow up interview. Respondents were given at least a month and a half to decide 
if they wanted to approve the transcript as presented to them or schedule a follow-
on interview. 
(5) Follow-on Interview: At least fifteen-minute discussion of anything the 
respondent wants to add, change, or remove from transcript. Conversation was 
guided by the participant. Only answers they approved were included for 
analysis.188  
The study recruitment flyer included directions on how to contact me with 
questions and interest in the study. Participants had to review the forms and give verbal 
consent before scheduling the interview. The main interview occupied the main portion 
of participants’ time commitment. The first interview was scheduled at least one week 
out to allow time for informed consent after receiving the consent form via email. 
Participants were asked to have two hours blocked off for what could take approximately 
one to two hours. Most participants used the full two hours for their interview. Interviews 
were scheduled at a time and by a means convenient to both participant and researcher. 
Participants were offered a face-to-face interview at a place of their choosing, a telephone 
interview, or an interview via an internet program such as Skype or Google Chat. Most 
                                                 
187 Grand tour questioning is a tool of intensive interviewing. It is defined as a “broad question in 
the start of an interview that seeks to engage the respondent in the topic of interest.” Engel and Schutt, The 
Practice of Research in Social Work, 555. The first question was, “Describe the kind of lay ministry you 
have done up until now.” The first answer often lasted up to twenty minutes before respondents moved to 
the other questions. Interviewees’ answers to this question often gave me broad stories that included such 
topics as childhood, education, key people in their lives, experiences in serving, experiences of vocation, 
and the like. 
188 This process helped respondents ensure their answers were understandable and that I knew of 
any less obvious identifying information. For example, two participants asked that I did not quote unique 
analogies they shared because people might guess their identities.  
 79 
 
participants were interviewed through Skype. Only two participants were interviewed in 
person. All participants agreed to have their interview digitally recorded. Interviews were 
then transcribed for analysis and sent to participants for their approval.  
Once the participants received their transcripts by email, they had the opportunity 
to add, change, or remove any portion of the interview.189 Each follow-on interview was 
conducted at a time and via a means convenient to participants. Each respondent was 
informed that, if no word was received from them a month after the second contact by 
email, transcripts would be considered approved. A few participants opted to approve 
their transcripts as originally presented to them or without a follow-on interview. The 
length of second interviews depended on respondents’ comments or questions. The 
longest such interview was approximately forty-five minutes. All participants had final 
approval of all interview transcripts. They also received assurance that their full 
transcripts would never be publically available. Only de-identified themes and quotes 
would be made public.  
Study Population 
 Inclusion and exclusion criteria determined the overall study participation. 
Specifically, to be eligible for this study individuals had to meet four criteria: (1) she or 
he was an Orthodox Christian from a canonically recognized jurisdiction; (2) each was 
                                                 
189 Transcripts were sent with identifiable information included. Respondents were told that any 
quotes and references to their pseudonym would be de-identified.  
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doing lay ministry at least part-time;190 (3) each needed to have dedicated her or his life 
to lay ministry (i.e. identified lay ministry as their vocation); and (4) each had obtained 
postsecondary theological education from an Orthodox institution.  
Exclusion criteria further focused the study population. Men were excluded if 
they were seeking ordination.191 Monastic men and women were also excluded.192 
Institutional Review Board approval additionally limited participants to over eighteen, 
those without cognitive impairment, and to fluent English speakers193 (as identified by 
the participant).  
                                                 
190 As this was exploratory research, participants needed only to interpret their own service as 
ministry. Interestingly, most respondents asked me if I considered their service as ministry. I informed 
them that any service they did out of a sense of calling to lay ministry I would accept as such. This broad 
inclusion was necessary so as to not impose a preconceived vision of ministry on my respondents. 
191 For example, a male theological graduate might work as a pastoral assistant for a few years 
with the understanding that his Bishop would eventually ordain him. His anticipated objective, then, 
suggests that, while the man is doing ministry as a lay person, his experience is significantly different from 
those not expecting ordination. 
192 A monastic is technically a lay person according to Orthodox Church ecclesiology. In my 
experience, however, the general lay Orthodox Christian does not identify monastics as lay people. Their 
status in the Church, as well as their unique experiences and challenges in the United States, warrant a 
separate study. This could be a very fruitful area of future research. 
193 People who are under eighteen and/or cognitively impaired are considered vulnerable 
populations that require heightened oversight and justification for their participation per the Institutional 
Review Board (IRB). Also, per the IRB, non-fluent English speakers have needs that would ethically 
require language accommodations beyond the scope of this study.  
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Recruitment 
The investigation proceeded through a variety of sampling techniques: 
purposive,194 convenience195 and snowball196 methods. A key objective at this point was 
to recruit women and men lay ministers from a variety of jurisdictions (i.e. Russian, 
Greek, Antiochian, etc.); with a range of years in lay ministry; converts to Orthodox 
Christianity along with those having cradle status (i.e., born into the tradition). Purposive 
sampling from the author’s contacts within lay ministry in the Orthodox Church yielded 
study participants. Convenience sampling drew in participants recruited through St 
Catherine’s Vision.197 Snowball sampling generated participants via the researcher’s 
contacts and interview respondents. The study reached sample saturation after seeing 
repeating themes in the data. 
                                                 
194 Purposive sampling is helpful when trying to obtain a range of “key informants” identified as 
knowledgeable about what is being studied, willing to participate, and able to offer a range of perspectives. 
Engel and Schutt, The Practice of Research in Social Work, 134. 
195 A “convenience sample” is a method where a study uses participants “because they are 
available or easy to find.” Engel and Schutt, The Practice of Research in Social Work, 131.   
196 The snowball method is a type of sampling whereby “you identify one member of the 
population and speak to him or her, ask that person to identify others in the population and speak to them, 
ask them to identify others, and so on.” Engel and Schutt, The Practice of Research in Social Work, 135. It 
is particularly useful for identifying contacts one would otherwise not know about and did help me learn of 
additional individuals to contact.  
197 St. Catherine’s Vision (SCV) is an Orthodox Christian organization that supports ministry, 
especially theologically educated lay ministry. This organization is endorsed by the Assembly of Canonical 
Orthodox Bishops of the United States of America which represents all twelve jurisdictions in the United 
States. Thus, its communication has Pan-Orthodox reach. 
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Purposive Recruitment through Contacts 
As a theologically-trained Orthodox Christian in lay ministry who is a graduate of 
Holy Cross Greek Orthodox School of Theology I know a variety of people in lay 
ministry. Therefore, I created a list of already familiar people and initiated recruitment 
with them by one scripted phone call and/or one email. Contacts first reached by phone 
were asked if they would like to learn about my study and receive an email with the 
interviewee recruitment flyer. Their recruitment ended if they declined. If they accepted, 
I sent an email with the recruitment flyer.198 This message contained the project 
introduction, researcher introduction, and directions for contacting me if interested in 
discussing and setting up an interview. Contacts first reached by email were sent the 
introduction to the project as an attachment and directions for contacting me if interested 
in discussing and scheduling an interview. All contacted persons were asked if they 
would be willing to share the study recruitment flyer with their contacts in Orthodox 
Christian lay ministry and (where applicable) within their Orthodox Christian 
organizations.  
When it became obvious that my respondents were primarily from the Greek 
Orthodox Archdiocese, I contacted two acquaintances in the Orthodox Church in 
America (OCA). I reached out by phone and email, asking that they share the study flyer 
                                                 
198 See Appendix B for the recruitment flyer. The study flyer included a project introduction, 
researcher introduction, the project advisors, and directions for contacting me. 
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with anyone they thought would be interested and eligible. Unfortunately, this effort 
yielded no additional participants.  
In total, I contacted thirteen potential recruits. Seven participated in the study, six 
did not. Of the six who did not participate, three men and one woman stopped at the pre-
interview communication stage. One woman dropped out during the form review stage. 
The final woman consented to the study but could not complete the interview.199 
Convenience Recruitment through St. Catherine’s Vision 
St. Catherine’s Vision provided multiple recruitment opportunities throughout the 
course of data collection. It also gave the research credibility by advertising me on their 
website as a “Young Scholar” of Saint Catherine’s Vision Young Scholar’s Initiative.200 
St. Catherine publicized this study through periodic email blasts featuring the flyer; on 
their website;201 and on Facebook.202 Convenience sampling through SCV allowed a 
broader Pan-Orthodox audience to learn about the study and email expressions of interest 
or questions to me. This increased sampling diversity. 
                                                 
199 She was not able to fit the two-hour interview into her schedule.  
200 See Appendix E St. Catherine’s Vision Recruitment Webpage. 
201 "Young Scholar Initiative," Saint Catherine's Vision Website, accessed September 15, 2017. 
http://saintcatherinesvision.com/collaborative-work/young-scholar-initiative.   
202 St. Catherine’s Vision Facebook Account, “Study Recruitment,” St. Catherine’s Vision, (March 
20, 2015), accessed September 15, 2017,  
https://www.facebook.com/SaintCatherinesVision/photos/a.280684208741399.1073741830.280424952100
658/566678460141971/?type=3&theater.  
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Snowball Sampling 
Potential respondents were asked to share the recruitment flyer with other eligible 
lay ministers. Interested persons were then encouraged to contact me directly. Most 
people who emailed did as a result complete interviews. There were, however, four 
exceptions. One person heard of the research through St. Catherine’s advertising. But, 
due to scheduling issues, was not able to participate. Another person contacted me 
through the same advertising source. Unfortunately, her status as a monastic made her 
ineligible. The remaining two people contacted me through snowball sampling. The first 
was a male who did not respond to subsequent emails to discuss the consent form. The 
second was a male who decided not to continue in the study after discussing the consent 
form and interview preview.203  
Confidentiality and Minimizing Risks of Participation 
All research studies involving living beings come with some risk to participants, 
however small. This risk is heightened when the researcher interviews people directly 
rather than conducts anonymous surveys. Nonetheless, since the well-being and 
confidentiality of participants are vital to ethical and respectful research efforts, this study 
proceeded with the utmost care.204  
                                                 
203 My understanding is that there was a lack of fit and interest in the interview preview content 
rather than concern with the confidentiality of the study.  
204 Engel and Schutt, The Practice of Research in Social Work, 64. 
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Protecting confidentiality and reducing risk were addressed with participants 
throughout the process. For example, participants were clearly informed of the minimal 
risks associated with this study. First, they were notified that some of the questions, 
especially about negative experiences, could make them uncomfortable. When 
conducting the first interview, prior to asking any research questions, participants were 
asked if they had any additional questions about the informed consent matter. Participants 
were also reminded at the start of the interview that they could skip any question they 
chose and end the interview at any time. Moreover, participants were encouraged to take 
breaks or skip questions during the course of the interview if I noticed any hesitation or 
discomfort on their parts. Participants were informed in writing that I would only use 
transcripts they approved. This precautionary step allowed them to remove or change 
anything they later reconsidered.  
As noted above, protection of confidentiality was a particular concern. The risk of 
breaching confidentiality is high if information inadvertently becomes public. For this 
population, such a breach could have an associated social or economic risk if a 
respondent appeared critical of the Orthodox Church. Indeed, fear of a backlash was the 
most common concern raised by participants.205 Understanding such risk prompted me to 
take multiple steps to protect participants’ privacy: (1) No one but the participant saw 
                                                 
205 Not only did many participants raise this concern during the consent form review and interview 
itself, but some sought reassurance again after receiving their transcripts. This seems to be evidence of how 
tenuous lay ministers perceive their places in the Church.  
 86 
 
his/her transcript and no one other than the researcher had access to all transcripts.206 (2) 
Participants chose a pseudonym to be used in connection with any paraphrases or quotes. 
(3) All research information was password-protected. This included audio files, 
transcripts, research data, and a master list of names associated with participants’ 
pseudonyms. Participants’ contact information was collected and stored in a separate 
document from all other study notes and information on the researcher’s password-
protected computer. 
SOCIAL LOCATION AND BIASES 
Ethical research maintains that informed consent is only possible when the 
studied population has sufficient knowledge of the researcher.207 As noted above, my 
associations and background put me in an advantageous position to design and identify 
possible participants for this study. But this social location also posed increased risk for 
participants: participants might perceive my connections and access to people or 
institutions as potentially affecting their standings within the Orthodox Church.208 
Moreover, the Orthodox world in the United States is very small. Therefore, I anticipated 
prospective participants would want to know about me to better asses how comfortable 
                                                 
206 One respondent did request I email the transcript to a spouse’s email address that was given to 
me.  
207 Engel and Schutt, The Practice of Research in Social Work, 338. 
208 Many respondents, especially the women, expressed a perceived a negative impact on their 
access to ministry if they were identified as having participated in this study.  
 87 
 
they would be to participate and respond candidly. For these reasons the following blurb 
about my social location appeared on the consent form and study flyer: 
Athanasia Mellos Kostakis, M.Div., MSW, is a student at Boston University’s 
School of Theology conducting research for her Doctor of Ministry project 
thesis. She is also a graduate of Holy Cross Greek Orthodox School of 
Theology and the wife of a priest in the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese.209   
It is highly likely that my own social location discouraged and encouraged 
participation. Being the wife of a priest, a “presvytera,” instills prestige that can 
encourage trust. Yet being a theological peer can discourage participation because of 
the perceived risk of being open about one’s experience. Being a member of the Greek 
Orthodox Archdiocese with a Greek name, might even elicit some bias against this 
jurisdiction or against ethnic, cradle Orthodox. This, too, could have affected 
participation.  
Inevitably, my own experience of lay ministry as a Greek Orthodox woman 
affects how I understand the very concept I investigated. My membership in the same 
group meant that my knowledge and experience likely mitigated “cultural barriers” 
present when researching this group.210 I am aware of Orthodox lingo, norms, and 
givens in a way that would not be true for an outside observer. This, of course, 
                                                 
209 See Appendix B for the Recruitment Flyer.  
210 Cultural barriers can impact a research study’s ability to recruit participants in specific 
communities. One way that this is addressed is by using “interviewers of similar ethnicity or to train 
interviewers from the community.” Engel and Schutt, The Practice of Research in Social Work, 120. 
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potentially created bias if I did not allow respondents to define their experiences 
beyond my own assumptions of meaning.  
A concern of my own throughout this process was that participants would 
supply answers they thought I would want to hear or that they considered “correct.” I 
tried to alleviate such a “social desirability” phenomenon by drawing on my training in 
research and as a licensed social worker. For instance, when respondents asked me to 
clarify what I was looking for, I would respond with an invitation for them to say 
whatever they wanted to share. When respondents commented that maybe something 
they had offered sounded “bad,” I would say that every bit of information was helpful 
and I was not judging but, rather, listening. I also asked follow-on questions to 
demonstrate my interest in what they chose to express.  
COMMUNITY FEEDBACK 
While an interdisciplinary study of this kind has broader appeal, the primary 
audience remains the Orthodox Church in the United States. Therefore, it was vitally 
important that I design a study Orthodox in spirit; that respected the experience and 
wisdom of the participants; that looked for the factors of resilience within this 
community; and that could be used to help discern the place of Lay Ministry in the Body 
of Christ. Prompted by these concerns, I used community feedback to guide the design of 
the study. I did this by presenting ideas for the study at a conference of mostly 
theologically educated lay and ordained people entitled, Divine Compassion and Women 
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of the Church: Theological Perspectives.211 My pre-conference workshop was entitled 
“Exploring Resilience in Lay Ministry from an Orthodox Perspective.”  
At this workshop I shared my preliminary research on resilience and some initial 
thoughts on lay ministry in the Orthodox Church. Throughout the ensuing discussion I 
asked questions such as “What do you think of when you think of lay ministry?” as well 
as questions about their own experience with lay ministry.212 I also asked if workshop 
participants thought the entire idea needed study and what questions they would ask if 
they were to participate in such a study. Throughout the presentation I engaged workshop 
participants in discussion to make the session interactive. After the presentation, I asked 
workshop participants to share their thoughts on the need for such a study on Orthodox 
lay ministry and resilience.  
The workshop feedback was very positive, confirming my own assessment and 
helping to shape the eventual study.213 Workshop participants did have some questions on 
how lay ministry should be defined; these differences in thought simply highlighted a 
                                                 
211 Divine Compassion and Women of the Church: Theological Perspectives, Holy Cross Greek 
Orthodox School of Theology, The Metropolis of Boston, and St. Catherine’s Vision, June 20-21, 2014. 
212 Athanasia Mellos Kostakis, “Resilience in Lay Ministry from an Orthodox Perspective,” 
Divine Compassion and Women of the Church: Theological Perspectives, workshop audio recording, Holy 
Cross Greek Orthodox School of Theology, 21 June 2014. 
213 St. Catherine’s Vision notes this positive reception on their webpage advertisement of my 
study. "Young Scholar Initiative," Saint Catherine's Vision Website. See Appendix E St. Catherine’s Vision 
Recruitment Webpage. 
 90 
 
need for a study like this. People also shared some of their own negative experiences in 
ministry.214  
SUMMARY 
This chapter has endeavored to explain processes undergirding a qualitative study 
of people in lay ministry: their experiences, factors of resilience, and conceptions of lay 
ministry in the Orthodox Church in the United States. Intensive interviewing obtained 
rich data from participants who had been recruited through various means to increase 
sampling diversity. Risks and confidentiality were addressed throughout to protect the 
well-being of the participants. My social location was shared so that participants could 
have informed consent and with the understanding that this social location contributed 
both strengths and weaknesses to the project. Participants were given access to their final 
interview transcripts, and an opportunity for a follow-on interview, to increase the 
reliability and validity of their answers. A workshop, “Resilience in Lay Ministry from an 
Orthodox Perspective,” further encouraged and shaped this study. Succeeding chapters 
discuss the some of the important themes and implications of data obtained from 
participants’ interviews. 
                                                 
214 See Chapter 4, “Data Analysis.” 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
DATA ANALYSIS 
 
 
This chapter will analyze the demographics and thematic results of the present 
work. Participants’ accounts expose various types and levels of support on which they 
rely to endure stressors, define success for their subgroup,215 and make meaning of their 
lay ministry experience. The chapter first presents key information on participant 
demographics. Next, it identifies common themes discussed here as factors of lay 
ministry resilience. A concluding section presents some preliminary analysis, elaborated 
on in the next chapter, of how the experiences and perspectives articulated in this study 
create an impression of Orthodox Christian Resilience—what this study identifies as 
components of participants’ social-spiritual ecology of resilience.  
DEMOGRAPHIC DATA 
 The charts below depict key demographic findings in this study. As previously 
noted, this work offers exploratory research meant to inspire further investigation. 
Therefore, while limited sampling means data collected is not generalizable to all lay 
ministry in the United States, most of the findings do reflect certain expectations about 
U.S. lay ministry in the Orthodox Church.  
                                                 
215 Ungar argues that it is important to understand resilience from the perspective and values of the 
subgroup or culture. Ungar, “The Social Ecology of Resilience,” 1-17.  
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Figure 1 shows that members of the Greek Orthodox Church in the United States 
(GOA) represented 77% of the participants in this study.216 The GOA is the biggest 
Orthodox jurisdiction in the country in terms of member numbers. However, it is 
unknown if this number represents the current ratio of theologically educated lay 
ministers in the various Orthodox Christian jurisdictions in the United States.217 
      
Figure 1: Orthodox Church Jurisdictions        Figure 2: Gender of Participants 
     
Figure 2 illustrates that 69% of the studied group’s composition were women. 
Although the ratio of theologically educated women to men in ministry is unknown these 
                                                 
216 Due to the limited number of people in lay ministry generally, and concerns that Orthodox 
readers of this study might try to figure out who participated in it, the composition of “other” is excluded. 
Additionally, no respondent pseudonym is associated with a specific jurisdiction.  
217 This study attempted to recruit a diverse jurisdictional sample. See Chapter 3, “Research 
Methods” for sampling techniques used in this study. 
Greek, 
10, 77%
Other, 
3, 23%
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Women, 
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Men, 4, 
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results would be in line with a general perception that more theologically-educated 
women than men have devoted their lives to lay ministry.218  
     
Figure 3: Women’s Ministry Employment    Figure 4: Men’s Ministry Employment 
    
Figures 3 and 4 offer images of how women’s and men’s experiences can differ in 
lay ministry.219 The figures depict the distribution of full-time, part-time and unpaid 
ministry positions among study participants. Unpaid lay ministry can include pro-bono 
work and sporadic compensation via honorarium.220 Paid positions represent three 
                                                 
218 A large survey of theological graduates in lay ministry would be needed to generalize these 
results. It seems logical to the researcher that fewer men would be committed to lay ministry because of 
their access to ordained ministry. Respondents in this survey share this belief, even noting the concern that 
men otherwise called to lay ministry might accept ordination for a variety of reasons including pressure, job 
security, access to substantive ministry, and livable wages. On the other hand, at least one female 
respondent expressed personal sadness that she could not be ordained a deacon. It might be that women 
claim a lay ministry vocation who would otherwise accept a call to ordination if this were possible. 
219 The experiences of the respondents show important differences in how men and women 
experience the Church.  
220 Women respondents specifically discuss the assumption and pressure to offer their work to the 
Church for free. When honoraria are offered, they more often than not do not adequately compensate the 
time or costs of the presentation, workshop, etc. In lieu of an honorarium, sometimes these respondents 
have received in-kind gifts such as an icon. 
Paid, Full-
time, 3
Paid, Part-
time, 3
Unpaid, 3
n=9
Paid, Full-
time, 4
n=4
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categories: (1) official positions of the Church;221 (2) positions at an organization 
recognized by the Church but outside its direct authority;222 and (3) any other 
employment understood as ministry by participants.223 This data does not categorize how 
much respondents are paid or if payment represents livable wages.  
The information in Figures 3 and 4 is striking in that it shows only 33% of women 
respondents are paid full-time in ministry. This contrasts with the 100% of the male 
participants who were in full-time paid ministry. Based on respondent observations, such 
a statistic might be representative of a major difference in the struggles women in lay 
ministry experience in comparison with men in lay ministry.224 Additional anonymous 
research investigating employment would be helpful in clarifying this data, but lies 
beyond the scope of the present work.225  
                                                 
221 This can be anywhere from the local parish position to employment at a national department of 
an Orthodox jurisdiction. 
222 An example would be working at an agency or organization recognized by the Assembly of 
Canonical Orthodox Bishops of the United States. See Assembly of Canonical Orthodox Bishops, 
“Ministries,” Assembly of Canonical Orthodox Bishops of the United States, accessed November 15, 2014, 
http://www.assemblyofbishops.org/ministries/ 
223 These can be positions such as therapist, teacher, chaplain and the like.  
224 There is no reason to believe the gender distribution, or pay level, would be better than the 
gender disparities in U.S. culture at large. In fact, the perceived bias towards taking care of men who might 
one day become priests (a bias that also needs more attention) might mean a larger gender disparity in lay 
ministry.  
225 Such lay ministry research could study the actual number of paid positions occupied by men 
versus women, how much they are paid, and the full or part-time nature of employment in all cases. 
Exploring wages and employment levels in lay ministry could also consider how a possible gender 
association with lay ministry impacts the prestige and pay of women versus men. For example see Asaf 
Levanon, Paula England, and Paul Allison, “Occupational Feminization and Pay: Assessing Causal 
Dynamics Using 1950-2000 U.S. Census Data,” Social Forces 88, no. 2 (2009): 865–891.  
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Figure 5: Ministry Categories 
 
Finally, Figure 5 presents various categories of ministry, themselves somewhat 
overlapping, reported by this study sample. These ministry types represent ways in which 
participants are currently serving or have served in the past.226 The mode for number of 
different kinds of ministries per women respondents was three and the average 3.67. 
Average types of ministries per men respondents numbered four.227 The most common 
ministry type among all respondents was education, followed by publications, and 
administration. 
Table 1 is a guideline, created for this study, presenting examples of each ministry 
category. 
                                                 
226 Showing past and present ministry categories serves two functions: (1) it illustrates the breadth 
of lay ministry in which respondents have engaged and (2) it helps obscure who was interviewed in this 
study, thus protecting participants’ identities.  
227 There was no mode for the men. Each had a different number of ministry types.  
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Table 1: Lay Ministry Characteristics 
Ministry Type Characteristics 
Administration 
Paid or unpaid leadership position of a ministry at any local/ 
national level or parachurch organization  
Education 
Teaching in Churches and institutions, Sunday school, retreats, 
podcasts, writing curricula, Bible studies, conference speaker, 
etc. 
Inter-Faith 
Conferences, events with other religions or other Christian 
traditions, evangelism, ecumenical dialogue, missions, serving 
non-Orthodox through one’s ministry 
Liturgical 
Preaching, singing, chanting, serving in some capacity during 
worship services 
Pastoral Care 
Mental health professionals, chaplaincy, parish visitation 
ministries 
Publications Writing, editing, research, articles, books  
Young Adult 
Ministry to ages 19-35 (+/-), i.e. Young Adult League (GOA), 
Orthodox College Fellowship (Pan-Orthodox) 
Youth 
Ministry to ages 18 and under, i.e. Society of Orthodox Youth 
Organizations (Antiochian), camp counselors, youth directors, 
youth group advisors 
Miscellaneous  
Any ministry not fitting above, including, art, meeting basic 
needs of food and shelter 
 
The data in Figures 5 and 6 alone suggest a wide range of people, inside and outside the 
Church, are affected by the quality and resilience of lay ministry.  
FACTORS OF LAY MINISTRY RESILIENCE 
 Clear, common themes of support emerged from respondent interviews. 
Interviewees draw on these resources of resilience as they strive for long and fruitful lay 
ministry within what they acknowledge as challenging contexts. The five most common 
 97 
 
themes, each receiving treatment below, are (1) Seeing the “fruit” of their work, (2) 
supportive relationships; (3) Orthodox theology; (4) spiritual life and religious practice; 
and (5) education and training. Each category provides insight into the influence of the 
Orthodox spiritual ecology on lay ministry resilience. 
Seeing the Fruit of their Work 
 The most common theme for interviewees is the importance of seeing positive 
results from their ministry work. Respondents get personal strength and enjoyment from 
knowing they are making a difference with their service. They also gauge the meaning 
and worth of their ministry by the effect that they see. Positive results help respondents 
discern and affirm God’s will for their lay ministry vocation. Respondents also connect 
their ministry impact with a broader goal of promoting the dignity of the laity within the 
Orthodox Church. While they are encouraged by seeing the fruit of their work, they also 
believe that seeing this is, in fact, rare. 
Personal Importance 
Respondents express an enjoyment and passion for their ministry work that relates 
to the perceived impact of their labor. Positive feedback encourages respondents by 
showing they are making progress on their call to strengthen people’s faith and serve 
those in need. Lay ministry work is especially meaningful when it helps meet people’s 
deep need to know and love God and His Church more fully. For instance, Anna 
explained the importance of being an effective “bridge” that connects people to a deeper 
understanding of the faith:  
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I found that people are really hungry. It amazes me. It’s been very edifying to be 
able to feed that hunger with my education. In almost every aspect of our adult 
lives, adults are treated like adults. Yet somehow in the church, in their spiritual 
lives, they remain adolescents. It’s the ability to try to bridge that gap that has 
been most edifying. They really want to learn and want to be able to explore the 
faith more fully and that’s not always something that has been available to 
them.228 
 
Knowing one is meeting such a deep need heartens lay ministers for continued service.  
Lay ministry work is especially important when lay ministers know they are 
supporting people’s relationships to God. This is how Mariam answered when asked to 
discuss a positive experience in lay ministry: 
Well the positive experience is seeing people grow closer to Christ and then 
having people coming up and telling me things that I taught them changed how 
they saw things or how they did things or how they grew.229 
 
Note that Mariam did not say the experience was positive because of the praise, but 
because people were growing closer to Christ. Seeing the growth of the ministry recipient 
is what is important. It helps lay ministers know they are meeting their vocation. 
One main way that respondents learn about the effect of their work is through 
participant feedback, especially through emails, online surveys, and social media.230 In 
                                                 
228 Anna [pseud.], “Orthodox Christians in Lay Ministry,” interview by author, April 8, 2015.  
229 Mariam [pseud.], “Orthodox Christians in Lay Ministry,” interview by author, August 4, 2015. 
230 These require access to the internet and electronics, thus raising questions about the role of 
class and environmental resources such as libraries with free computers in lay ministers’ social ecology. 
This is an example of the complexity of studying lay ministry resilience. Being in the United States in 
general, as well as the class of participants in particular, likely affects the ability of lay ministers to receive 
the feedback that is so important to them. 
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the following interview excerpt, Gabriel discussed an encouraging response after an 
event: 
I got a few responses back, but there were a couple that were more lengthy, a little 
more revealing, and it was just so rewarding to see—and I have to add to God’s 
glory, not to my glory—it was just so wonderful to see people saying, ‘Thank you 
for the work you’re trying to do. This is very much needed and maybe next year 
we can do it again…’231  
These emphases on glorifying God and realizing the Lord’s will emerge as important 
components of seeing the fruit of their work.  
Lay ministers benefit from seeing that their effect goes beyond the direct 
individuals they engage. Barsanuphius described an experience of receiving a note that 
thanked him for not only helping the person in particular but the spiritual wellbeing of the 
persons’ whole family. This is how Barsanuphius described the meaning he derived from 
his feedback:  
[T]here was substance to [the event] and there was sort of meaningful substance. 
He walked away knowing Christ, and sort of experiencing His love, and he was 
able to share that even with his parents, who were then in a better position to 
share it with him. It’s kind of a feedback loop.232 
This kind of comment affirms the larger impact of lay ministry and galvanizes lay 
ministers to persevere.  
 At times respondents discern the impact of their work directly by observing how 
people respond. This can be just as edifying to a lay minister as any comment. Susan 
                                                 
231 Gabriel [pseud.], “Orthodox Christians in Lay Ministry,” interview by author, December 19, 
2016.  
232 Barsanuphius [pseud.], “Orthodox Christians in Lay Ministry,” interview by author, July 29, 
2015. 
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explained the phenomenon of being in a conversation and watching someone understand 
something for the first time:  
I would say that when you can explain the faith to someone and they look at you 
like, “Ah, I finally get it!” or, “Yeah that makes sense now.” or, “I never thought 
of it that way before but now it makes sense.” That’s what I really love.233  
For Susan, people understanding God and their faith more fully was an important fruit of 
her work.  
Discerning God’s Will through the Fruit 
 Belief in God and a commitment to pursuing God’s will infuse the resilience 
factor of seeing positive results out of difficult work. Those who can hold onto lay 
ministry—despite the Church’s ambivalence, clericalism, financial burden, mistrust, etc. 
as discussed previously234—are buoyed by markers that they are, in fact, following God’s 
will. One way they discern God’s desire is by considering the fruit of their labor. Mariam, 
for example, discussed the importance of seeing that she was making a positive 
difference. Despite the challenges that she faces, observing this impact confirms her 
relationship with God and His will in her life:  
I feel like God is working with me and that I’ve had an impact in the world. I was 
helping, you know, being a part of bringing the kingdom of God on earth. I’ve 
helped the people get closer to Christ…it’s an affirmation that I’m on my path and 
that what I think is my purpose I’m in some small ways moving, 
accomplishing.235 
                                                 
233 Susan [pseud.], “Orthodox Christians in Lay Ministry,” interview by author, September 29, 
2015.  
234 See Chapter 1, “Introduction.” 
235 Mariam, interview. 
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Seeing people grow closer to Christ affirms for Mariam that, despite the hardships she 
navigates as a lay minister, she is on God’s “path” for her and is participating in God’s 
work of “bringing the kingdom of God on earth.” Given how rare official Church 
acknowledgement of lay ministry is, whether by blessing service, bishop endorsement, or 
official paid position, considering one’s impact is a way that lay ministers can affirm 
their vocation and try to follow God’s will. 
 Sometimes the discernment is whether or not one is called to engage in a specific 
kind of ministry work. For instance, Macrina stated that she detected whether God 
wanted her to continue a ministry or stop one based on whether feedback showed she was 
actually benefiting people.236 Otherwise, she concluded that a particular service was not 
meant to come from her in that particular place and time. Natalie emphasized that lay 
ministry should be led by people “present and attentive to the day to day emotional, 
spiritual, perhaps physical or meditative needs of the people.”237 In other words, lay 
ministry must be grounded in the needs of the people served. Natalie contrasted this with 
people in ministry who get caught up in “church politics” or distracted by an intellectual 
“high” from discussing theological points.238 
                                                 
236 Macrina [pseud.], “Orthodox Christians in Lay Ministry,” interview by author, April 21, 2015.  
237 Natalie [pseud.], “Orthodox Christians in Lay Ministry,” interview by author, June 6, 2017. Her 
initial interview was on June 24, 2015 however the recorder failed to capture that conversation. Natalie 
graciously agreed to record a re-take of the interview for the benefit of this study. 
238 Natalie goes on to quip, “No one is worrying about the eschatology of the world.…or which 
essence is whatever, you know?” Natalie, interview. 
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Increasing Future Support of Laity in Ministry 
 According to respondents, seeing the fruit of the work not only supports lay 
ministers, it becomes a means of removing barriers to, and increasing the general support 
of, such ministry on the whole. Echoing this sentiment, Anna expressed hope that the 
very presence of lay ministry would make theoretical arguments about laity and ministry 
unnecessary.239 Katherine described this expectation that the Orthodox Church will better 
understand and support the need for lay ministry as more people experience and 
recognize its impact on their lives: 
There are plenty of parts where, you know, there’s still this mindset that if you 
aren’t wearing vestments then what are you even doing? Like, go get a job. You 
know? So, I think that that mindset has to be overcome. I think that probably the 
only way that it’s going to be overcome is for resilient lay ministers to continue 
doing good work so that it can be recognized as a thing. I don’t know that there’s 
going to be a sermon preached that convinces people of this or a conference given 
that some average Joe in the pews is going to go listen to and believe it. I think 
that it’s only going to be by the fruits of the work that we do that people will have 
a change of heart.240 
 
 This idea shows a sense of responsibility for the state of laity as a whole. The motivating 
hope is that experience of good lay ministry will counter clericalism more effectively 
than any theoretical argument for the dignity and ministry of the laity.  
                                                 
239 Anna, interview. 
240 Katherine [pseud.], “Orthodox Christians in Lay Ministry,” interview by author, August 25, 
2015.  
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 Indeed, for some respondents, the feedback they receive confirms that their non-
ordained status is an asset to serving people, and not merely a handicap.241 This might be 
particularly important for male lay ministers who can be under intense pressure to accept 
ordination. For example, Barsanuphius identified a “psychological and catechetical 
advantage” of members of the Church seeing faithful lay people doing good work: 
[It] is just this sort of like, the positive psychological and catechetical advantage 
of having somebody who doesn’t have a long beard and is not wearing a [priest 
robe] and is not wearing a collar, but is just a regular dude who actually cares 
about the church. Because most of us are just regular people and we need to have 
a concrete vision of what it means to really embrace the faith and live the faith. 
The default position can’t be that if you’re a young man that’s interested in the 
church, then you should get ordained, or if you’re some woman interested in the 
church, you should marry a seminarian. Like, there needs to be a more robust 
version of the life of a committed Orthodox Christian.242 
 
The re-imagining of what faithfulness looks like in a modern context motivates Orthodox 
Christian lay ministers to find dynamic ways, steeped in the phronema (mindset) of the 
Church, to serve and live out their faith.  
“Regular people” 243 ministering to other “regular people” mean that lay ministers 
themselves become good fruit in a Church that teaches the value of the laity and expands 
the possibilities of being an Orthodox Christian. Natalie agrees. Despite what she 
observes as the Church tending to identify ministry exclusively with clergy and 
                                                 
241 Many modern theologians reference St. John Chrysostom’s view that lay people have unique 
gifts for ministry. See Chapter 2, Literature Review. Some women respondents did wonder how ordination 
to the diaconate would allow them to serve people more effectively. 
242 Barsanuphius, interview. 
243 Barsanuphius, interview. 
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monastics, people relate to her more, she contends, because she is a “normal” person with 
a family and “bad days” who does not fit into a “box.”244 Katherine concurs that being a 
lay person is a benefit. She explained the advantage in terms of the quality relationships 
she can build:  
I think what’s so positive for me in relation to lay ministry about that experience 
is that… I’m just a person like them, it makes it pretty easy to build a really strong 
connection and mentoring connection…If the person in my role were a priest it 
wouldn’t be the same kind of connection…245 
The above examples show how participants associate their positive results with an 
affirmation of the laity in general and the promotion of lay ministry specifically.  
Seeing the Impact is Rare  
 While seeing a positive impact is essential for their continued ministry, these lay 
ministers carry the protective belief in a mystery of inner transformation where the full 
influence of one’s ministry work might never be known. By understanding that seeing 
one’s fruit can be rare and take time to manifest, lay ministers can assuage 
discouragement during times of few visible results.246 Therefore, it likely helps lay 
ministers endure times with little validation, as illustrated by the following example from 
Scully: 
In a way, you will get your rewards. Just because you start a program that you 
might help one person in your church, one little thing, but you don’t know that the 
                                                 
244 Natalie, interview. 
245 Katherine, interview. 
246 Building on the “fruit” analogy, it can take some trees years of watering before your good 
effort is rewarded with fruit. A knowledgeable gardener knows to be patient. 
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rewards happen for that person and for you like ten years later. So, it’s a slow 
thing. It’s not as if you have to have the immediate reward of your success. Just 
know that you’ve done your job, know that you hope and that you pray that 
you’re influencing the people you need to be influencing in a positive way, in a 
Christian way.247 
 
Scully believes that all people in ministry, including clergy, need to persevere with 
“hope” and “prayer” that they are making a difference because they might not know their 
impact until years later. In fact, Scully goes on to say that the impact of ministry might be 
a subtle changing of heart rather than some immediate, visible effect:  
I think one of the best things that a priest hears is when a parishioner goes up and 
says, “You said this one day and I took it to heart and I became a better person.” 
Not necessarily that I decided to stop drinking or smoking, but that I changed my 
way in a little bit. And I think that’s the reward in itself. It’s not going to be 
immediate. And you might never know what the reward is.248 
 
 Since knowing one’s impact can be rare, some lay ministers use different markers 
to judge their effectiveness. Mariam has learned to consider participation in her ministry 
offerings as an indication that her ministry is fruitful:  
I think that you can tell if people are being fed, not necessarily [be]cause you see 
the impact, but because at least enough people are coming back. You don’t 
always get the privilege of being able to see the impact. That’s why it’s kind of 
special when you do. Certainly, you can sense whether the people are being fed or 
not, and one way to sense that is if they keep coming back, if they participate.249 
 
Mariam knows people are being “fed,” i.e. that their spiritual needs are being met, 
because they keep returning. 
                                                 
247 Scully [pseud.], “Orthodox Christians in Lay Ministry,” interview by author, July 22, 2015.  
248 Scully, interview. 
249 Mariam, interview. 
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Supportive Relationships 
A common theme in participants’ stories is how specific, essential people 
motivate them in ministry. In Gabriel’s words, “when people support the ministry and 
when people have believed in the vision, it’s been very gratifying.”250 From affirmation 
of their lay ministry vocation, to their pursuit of theological education, and 
encouragement in their ministry struggles, these relationships play a crucial function in 
lay ministry resilience. Additionally, some can cover extensive periods of time in the 
participants’ lives. These important relationships include: family; spiritual guides; 
colleagues, mentors and supervisors; ministry participants; and clergy and parishes. 
Interviewees demonstrate how having this resilience resource of key supportive 
relationships can be the difference between continuing in lay ministry or not.  
Family 
Family and spousal relationships seem especially important to study participants’ 
quality of and continuation in lay ministry. In fact, Macrina maintained that remaining in 
lay ministry would be impossible without her family’s support: 
[T]he reality is in our lives, because we are related people, we have children, 
husbands, parents, wives, parents. If you don’t have a network of support from the 
people that are close to you I think lay ministry would be almost impossible. They 
have to support the time you put into it and the energy and interest. Otherwise, 
you’re trying to cook with one hand and put out a fire with the other. You can’t 
really do your work well. It really is important and that’s what I’ve had from day 
one.251 
 
                                                 
250 Gabriel, interview. 
251 Macrina, interview. 
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Macrina’s experience communicates that lay ministry does not happen in a bubble. Those 
closest to lay ministers are impacted by the “time…energy and interest” required by 
ministry.252 Family support is, therefore, critical to ministry success and longevity.   
 Employing the image of the cross with its “horizontal” and “vertical” planes, 
Rocky discussed a belief that along with the horizontal support of people, everyone needs 
a relationship or “touchstone with the vertical,” i.e. God. 253 Her important horizontal 
relationships of support include parents who know her and saw early on what she had to 
offer in ministry. Rocky also cannot fathom her lay ministry experience without her 
marriage: 
I can’t imagine having done it without being a married woman. I can’t imagine 
that…Well, it’s just so constant and it’s so subtle, you know. I don’t want you to 
think we’re this lovey-dovey couple and everything is lovely. It’s not. I mean, 
we’re both very strong people. I’m not alone. I just, know that. And he’s not 
either.254 
Rocky’s ministry work was first encouraged by her parents and then supported by the 
companionship of her husband. 
The interviews reveal that spouses have a unique role in supporting long and 
fruitful lay ministry. Spouses can have a supportive function in all stages of this vocation, 
                                                 
252 Macrina, interview. 
253 Rocky [pseud.], “Orthodox Christians in Lay Ministry: Part 1,” interview by author, October 
21, 2016. This interview was conducted in two parts due to unexpected time constraints during the initial 
interview. Part 1 included the demographics and first two sections of the interview. Part 2 includes the final 
section of the interview. Rocky [pseud.], “Orthodox Christians in Lay Ministry: Part 2,” interview by 
author, June 6, 2017. 
254 Rocky, interview, part 1.  
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from hearing, to pursuing, to continuing in lay ministry. Gabriel noted this about his wife, 
“her trust and support have been very much a constant string through this whole time.”255 
Mirleni described the “significant” advantage of having a spouse who “loves” and 
encourage her ministry work:  
The most significant [support] is the love and commitment of my spouse. His 
encouragement. If he were like, “Don’t do that. Why are you taking the time?” or, 
“The house is a mess,” or whatever it is, that would be a real drag on my energy. 
But on the contrary, he loves it and is very proud of it.256 
Lay ministry does not happen in a vacuum. Spouses, too, make sacrifices. When 
significant others are against their ministry involvement, discord in the relationships can 
hamper a lay minister’s energy and ability to serve.  
The support of a lay minister’s spouse can also have the essential function of 
absorbing the financial burden of the lay ministers unpaid or underpaid ministry work. 
One surprising result of this study was that, for some, a husband’s or wife’s income is the 
only reason why some interviewees can even continue in lay ministry. Susan explained 
how the struggle of being inadequately paid does not affect her as much as it would 
another lay person in ministry: 
To me I think, I think it’s hard. That varies because I’m married and my husband 
is a full-time employee, I don’t need to work. I do need to work but we can still 
make adjustments that I’m still able to do it this way…If I was single and needed 
a full time job, then it would be a huge factor. If my husband was injured, unable 
                                                 
255 Gabriel, interview. 
256 Mirleni [pseud.], “Orthodox Christians in Lay Ministry,” online interview by author, October 
24, 2016.  
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to work for some reason, I needed to support the family, then it would make a big 
difference. 257 
 
Without her husband’s income supporting the family, Susan would not be able to 
dedicate her time and energy in lay ministry. And she was not alone in this, which raises 
the question of how many people called to lay ministry the Church has lost because of the 
financial burden.258  
The supportive function of a spouse might increase when he or she is also in 
ministry. Respondent Original, for instance, admitted that he had never thought of 
abandoning ministry, partly for this reason: 
No I don’t think that has really ever crossed my mind. I think of distancing myself 
just because of a reaction, but I think my wife is very involved and I think we’ll 
always be involved one way or another…I think I could get inspired to get even 
more involved in the future.259  
 
Playing a protective function during times of stress, the spouse’s own, similar 
involvement affects a lay minister leaving or even considering exiting ministry. Perhaps 
especially if couples serve together, lay ministry can be integral to their shared identity. 
Therefore, despite the struggles Original discussed lay ministry is intrinsic to Original’s 
vision of the future because he knows his wife will always be involved as well. 
                                                 
257 Susan, interview. 
258 Research into why people leave lay ministry is beyond the scope of this project. However, 
spousal support would be an interesting category of future research.   
259 Original [pseud.], “Orthodox Christians in Lay Ministry,” interview by author, May 21, 2015. 
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  A significant way a spouse might affect his or her partner’s lay ministry would be 
if the spouse were a priest.260 Some respondents voiced a perception that being married to 
a priest increases the likelihood of a theology graduate having access to any lay ministry 
positions, especially those that pay.261 Scully speaks to this when discussing her 
frustration with being turned down from paid jobs in her jurisdiction: 
[T]his is where the cute stuff comes in where if I was a lot thinner, a lot cuter, or 
engaged to a guy, that was going to be a [priest wife] at some point because her 
fiancé was a seminarian-they get the job. I don’t. And it really gets me mad that 
happens…[sic]262 
 
Scully is angered at a bias she sees towards attractive women or women who are 
connected to a future priest. The implication is that her own qualifications, education, and 
giftedness are less important.  
Some respondents hypothesized that there is a general benefit of having clergy 
family members. This might, for instance, increase the likelihood of having support for 
one’s ministry work from the institutional Church, including access to clergy consultation 
during ministry difficulties. Having clergy family might also provide a level of authority 
                                                 
260 No lay minister pseudonym is identified as a priest wife in this study. While this information 
would be helpful in a larger, quantitative and anonymous study, that piece of information here could 
compromise participant’s confidentiality. 
261 This would be an important topic for further research. Interestingly, respondents married to 
clergy did not themselves connect their ministry access to their husband’s clergy status. That might be 
because they are not aware of what, if any, benefits they might receive. Whether there is, in fact, any 
significant benefit to having a clergy spouse, the perception remains that this impacts which women are 
given access to unpaid or paid lay ministry. Future research could test the hypothesis that having paid 
ministry work is significantly related to the spouse’s ordination status. 
262 Scully, interview. 
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or trust by association.263 For example, Natalie believes Orthodox people would be more 
open to her ministry work if she could reference having a priest as a father or otherwise 
enlist a priest family member to help her or give her work credibility.264  
Spiritual Guides  
Part of the tradition of the Orthodox Church is to seek spiritual guidance from 
someone who is usually referred to as a “spiritual father” or “spiritual mother.”265 Such 
spiritually edifying relationships appear particularly valuable to respondent’s ministry 
resilience. For instance, Mariam emphasizes the importance of her spiritual father in her 
life: “My spiritual father is the one who taught me how to connect to God and gave me 
the roots for this path.”266  
Interviewees emphasize the importance of having someone help them grow 
spiritually and learn to better navigate the challenges of lay ministry. When asked what 
she needed for a long and fruitful lay ministry, Katherine identified a guide and a support 
group that encouraged a spiritual life: 
                                                 
263 I have heard of hiring practices that weigh in the fact that the applicant’s father is a priest. I 
wonder if this association with a priest mitigates any perceived risk in hiring a non-ordained person (female 
or male) in a leadership position. This is similar to participants’ perception that priest wives having more 
access to ministry, especially paid. Future research could explore to what extant having an ordained family 
member is an advantage among similarly qualified candidates or if is associated with otherwise less 
qualified applicants being hired.   
264 Natalie, interview.  
265 In this relationship, one confesses one’s sins and seeks help living a holy life. While the actual 
confession service with the prayer of forgiveness can only be done by a priest, a spiritual father or mother 
can be a lay person. In the United States, spiritual direction and confession are usually done by the parish 
priest.  
266 Mariam, interview. 
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A spiritual life. Yeah, it’s kind of funny to say but it’s true. A guide along the way 
who is also doing similar work. [With] anything in life it’s also good to have 
someone walk with you so you can sort of have somewhere to go if you feel like 
you’re up against a struggle but also to check yourself, ‘Am I making this into 
something that it’s not? Are my intentions still good? Am I still working for the 
right goal?’ So it’s good to [be] connected to other people who are in lay 
ministry.267  
Part of the function of having this “guide,” as well as others in ministry, is to help her 
discern her own part in whatever struggle she faces. As seen previously, this 
introspection is common. Such guides help her make sure her “intentions” are still good.  
Original identifies a longing similar to that of Katherine for a guide as crucial to 
his maintaining a long and fruitful lay ministry. He adds to this a vision in which he also 
becomes a guide for others in the Christian life: 
I would need good, very good spiritual guidance and I think I would need some 
form of empowerment, you know, and discipleship. I would want to be a disciple 
and at the same time having disciples. I don’t know if that makes sense. I would 
want to be a disciple of somebody who’s able to give me spiritual guidance, and 
at the same time I would want to be able to delegate to disciples of mine or of the 
church, other lay leaders in other words.268  
 
Original appears to sees his role in the Church as both receiver and giver of 
spiritual guidance. It is not enough for him that he is a disciple; he must also help equip 
others for ministry.  
  
                                                 
267 Katherine, interview. 
268 Original, interview. 
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Colleagues, Mentors and Supervisors 
 In addition to family support and spiritual guides, relating with various peers and 
advisors is another aspect of this support. Attending conferences is one way that lay 
ministers seek out this resilience resource. These gatherings can be places where they 
meet people similarly dedicated to serving Christ and His Church. For example, Anna 
recounted her experience meeting a variety of gifted and faithful people at such a 
meeting: 
We were [an] incredibly diverse group but we gathered as one in Christ. It was the 
idea that we could all share our experiences and feelings and discuss and debate 
theology. Just really live and share and exalt in the gifts and ministries of women 
in the church. I want to relay that because it was a really wonderful experience. 
The energy was just magnetic.269 
 
Such an avenue can counter any isolation felt in this vocation and allow for the honing of 
shared theological positions.270 When explaining the importance of the experience, Anna 
emphasizes the edification of meeting women and men also doing lay ministry: 
[I]t shows that there are already women and lay men doing a lot of ministry in the 
church that sometimes we just don’t recognize or realize it. They’re doing it not 
for their own glory, but to build up the body of Christ. Once we see that and 
recognize it we can exalt in it, I think. It doesn’t become something fearful or 
suspect or something to which we have to argue our way out of.271 
 
Meeting peers at this conference taught Anna that ministry in the service of the “body of 
Christ” is already happening.  
                                                 
269 Anna, interview. 
270 Orthodox Theology is the third resilience factor discussed in this chapter.   
271 Anna, interview. 
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 Mentors are also important supports in respondents’ lay ministry as they can play 
a similar function to more formal spiritual guides whether or not they are Orthodox 
Christians. Susan identifies a fundamental need for such guidance: 
Not everyone needs to go to seminary, but there are some things that I think that 
maybe there could be better models of mentoring that could be taking place and 
maybe a better sense of a sisterhood or some type of support group or some type 
of organization, association, something where lay people can get together and 
share…I think that’s something that needs to be done.272 
Mentoring opportunities, then, can buttress those in lay ministry against struggles by 
providing supportive relationships and training. Susan stresses that everyone in ministry 
needs to have mentoring and a “support group” where people can come together and 
share about their work.  
 Although rare, certain lay ministry positions contain built in field supervision 
which can help address needs for nurturing support. Natalie, for instance, relies on both 
her current and past supervisors to handle her difficult lay ministry work: 
And my past… supervisor is really easily accessible so I call him if I have 
something that’s really bothering me. And then I meet with my supervisor like 
monthly or bi-monthly depending on how the work load is.273 
 As valued assets for Natalie, these relationships afford her an opportunity to reflect on 
her experiences and find direction for difficult situations. 
  
                                                 
272 Susan, interview. 
273 Natalie, interview. 
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Ministry Participants 
The interviewees also made it obvious that lay ministers receive significant 
support from the people they serve. Their interactions with, and perceptions of, these 
people also are part of this resilience factor. For example, Natalie discussed how much 
she loves her ministry work and is inspired by the people she serves: 
I love what I do. I love the people. I love being in the trenches. I love the 
complexity of it…You meet amazing people who are in these situations that you 
wonder if you could ever handle it as half as well as they do and then you meet 
people who make, you know, you can hopefully help them and they can help you. 
It’s just really wonderful. The resiliency of people is quite amazing.274 
It might be that Natalie’s role is to help the people she meets but she is also aware that 
they affect her.  
 In another instance, Macrina discussed how much the participants inspire her and 
strengthen her in a ministry she loves: 
I get so much back from them. In other words, my work isn’t just that their 
thankfulness is feeding me, but to be honest with you, their faithfulness. The 
people that I serve, they’re Christian lights in themselves. They have their own 
love for Christ and for the faith. It kind of beams back to me and it gives me so 
much support and strength so that I find in being with these people I find it a very 
healing, very invigorating, experience. So that’s the most positive thing that 
comes back to me. Also, when I do this work I can’t imagine a better job than 
being forced by my work, my ministry to read the church fathers, read the Bible, 
what could you ask for? So the work itself is incredibly enriching. That’s what 
keeps me coming: the people I work with and the work itself.275 
 
                                                 
274 Natalie, interview. 
275 Macrina, interview. 
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Many respondents shared how their own faith and dedication to lay ministry are 
strengthened by their ministry participants. In Macrina’s case, she is giving to “Christian 
lights” who heal and invigorate Macrina in return. This increases the meaning of her 
ministry work and the benefit she derives from it.  
 The way respondents value the people they serve makes their ministry work into 
spiritual opportunities and blessings for the lay minister themselves. For Mirleni, serving 
children gives her an opportunity to see the Holy Spirit at work: 
[M]y goal is for each child to begin to take those steps to begin a lifelong 
relationship with God. This is really important to me. “Fruits of labor” … who 
knows what the long-term effects are…But when we are blessed to see the Holy 
Spirit working through a child, then we are the ones receiving the joy of the Lord 
too. It is a feeling like no other. We are being gifted and offered the chance, for an 
instant, to become “like little children,” totally absorbed in the moment with 
God.276 
The children model for Mirleni the universal spiritual goal of being “like little children” 
with God. The above samples illustrate how lay ministers can derive personal inspiration 
and vocational meaning from their interactions with and perception of those they serve.  
Clergy and Parishes 
 Clergy, by virtue of their authority, play a pivotal part in empowering the role of 
the laity in ministry.277 They shape how lay ministers are recognized, valued, or given 
access to ministry opportunities at local and national levels. Mirleni observed how 
                                                 
276 Mirleni, interview. 
277 Out of the clergy, bishops and parish priests have the biggest effect on lay ministry. Deacons 
are rare in the U.S. and tend to not have positions of authority. Some theologians argue that naming and 
supporting lay gifts for ministry are key functions and responsibilities of the clergy. See Chapter 2, 
“Literature Review.” 
 117 
 
powerful it can be when one’s priest and bishop, along with other people, support 
someone in ministry: 
There are others who are also great energizers by their, by their show of support 
and commitment…Those people who will stand by you, who get back to you, 
who will give you an inch and not take it away, are the most important thing. 
More important than money or, you know, anything like that.278 
 
Interviewees shared personal experiences and observations of supportive priests. 
Original shared an account of a priest he admires who is turning around a parish by 
encouraging lay involvement: 
[The priest’s] spirit is inviting everyone to get involved and to participate and he 
engages everybody and the kids and women so really the priests set the tone. I 
think priests have to be more open to that and more welcoming to that change. I 
think it’s inevitable, it’s happening, it’s a generation thing.279 
 
Perhaps surprisingly, Original predicts that the Church will inevitably embrace lay 
ministry. 
 Drawing on her experiences, Katherine predicted that, as future clergy and lay 
ministers prove themselves to each other at seminary, there will be an increasing positive 
stance of clergy towards lay ministry. She identified this as a factor in why her lay 
ministry work is better accepted by clergy she originally met at seminary: 
I don’t have to prove myself to them because they worked with me and they 
respected me from the get go from getting to know me and working with me. And 
so, I feel like there is a change that will come in sort of the on the institutional 
                                                 
278 Mirleni, interview. 
279 Original, interview. 
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side because, again…it’s not going to be because someone proves it to you with 
like reading First Corinthians to you.280 
 
In fact, such relationships of clergy and lay ministers will shape clergy’s stance towards 
lay vocation more for Orthodox Christians than whatever classic Bible passages are used 
to advocate for lay involvement in the body of Christ.  
 To understand the influence of clergy, one need only to reflect on the hierarchical 
nature of the Church and how the laity is socialized to defer to the views of their 
clergy.281 Gabriel described the importance of clergy thusly:  
For the laity to take ownership of their role and how vital it is, I don’t think they 
can raise that torch themselves. As Orthodox, especially cradle, we take our cues 
from hierarchy bishop, priest to the parish…There are no unified standards across 
the diocese on this so clergy, bishops, and laity will respond to the role of lay 
ministry differently.282  
In this way, clergy support can shape how laity perceive their role in the Church. This, in 
turn, influences how parishes and laity perceive and receive lay ministry. 
The ways that clergy actively promote lay ministry are essential beyond any 
theoretical support of the role of the laity in the Church. Gabriel continues: 
If there are hierarchs and priests that understand this and implement this through 
deed and not just word, then their people are acclimated and willing to take the 
mantle for lay ministry but if the example is not there from hierarchs or priests to 
entrust to the laity to be co-ministers, then obviously their role will be greatly 
                                                 
280 Katherine, interview. 
281 The intricacies and consequences of this socialization, both positive and negative, are beyond 
the scope of this research. However, the overemphasis on respect for clergy can have a “shadow side” 
where laity might not fully develop their own gift of discernment and rational mind. “Shadow side” is a 
Jungian concept. See June Singer, Boundaries of the Soul: The Practice of Jung’s Psychology: Revised and 
Updated, Rev. Anchor Books ed. (New York: Anchor Books, 1994).   
282 Gabriel, interview. 
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diminished…Through the blessing and the grace of the clergy—hierarchs and 
priests—they are saying it’s ok for you as a lay person to take greater 
responsibility and an active role in the function of the Church.283  
 
His comments highlight the importance of clergy teaching the laity about their vocation 
and giving them opportunities to be “co-ministers.” As did other respondents, Gabriel 
maintained that the Church needs examples of lay ministry to better promote the role of 
the laity. His phrasing this in terms of the “blessing and the grace” of hierarchs and 
priests illustrates the deference given to clergy roles, and by extension, the power they 
have in the state of lay ministry.  
An especially important way clergy can encourage lay ministry is by using their 
authority to name and call out the gifts that eventually draw people into lay ministry. As 
noted by Original, it is important to have someone who recognizes and names people’s 
ministry potential: 
[The priest] identifies the strengths of people. I think that’s a huge gift that a 
priest can have, not everybody has it, to discern what people can do to help. 
Because I think a lot of these gifts are dormant. They are inactive because people 
might have them, they might be using them elsewhere but they’re not really using 
them in the church or for the benefit, edification of the church. So, yeah, I think 
somebody who is able to see that, like Father…I guess it doesn’t have to be the 
priest, could be somebody on the parish council or just an influential person in the 
church.284 
 
While Original concedes that this person need not be the priest, the implication is that the 
priest is particularly significant in people becoming more active in the Church.  
                                                 
283 Gabriel, interview. 
284 Original, interview. 
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Many participants discussed the importance of being invited into ministry by a 
parish priest. Susan explained the influence of priests on lay ministry thusly: 
I’ve seen a priest really able to tap in and get people involved, and I’ve seen 
people respond with, “Oh, thank you.” They were so happy to be asked. And I 
think that will a lot of people…they want to be put in a position-Like I’ve seen 
people who would never chant. They never would have thought that they would 
chant and then one day the priest is there and he didn’t have anyone to chant for 
him and the priest says, “Come and chant for me.” They go up and they chant and 
next thing they realize they didn’t like chanting but they do. So next time they’re 
more comfortable going up.285 
 
The call, based on an acknowledged need, creates space within a person to discover an 
unforeseen affinity to a particular ministry.286  
Scully related her own experience of a priest inviting her into a ministry. 
Explaining the importance of the ministry to her life, she described how it afforded her 
the opportunity to make new friends and be more known by the parish as a resource for 
theological questions. Serving the Church, through the priest’s invitation, has increased 
Scully’s sense of God’s “presence” in her heart: 
Well, my spiritual life of course has increased because of this experience. It’s 
hard to explain. It’s like, I know in my heart that Christ is there. I mean, I have no 
doubts about His presence in my life nor in the presence of the world. To the 
point that where if something bad happens in the world it’s not that I blame God 
for it.287  
                                                 
285 Susan, interview. 
286 By liturgical ministry I mean anything that goes into the worship that happens in a parish 
including singing, chanting, reading, assisting priest during the service, etc.  
287 Scully, interview. In fact, Scully believes her priest would want her even more allowed if not 
for the cultural taboo against women serving in the altar. Scully, interview. 
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This is an example of the consequence of ministry access to lay spiritual formation. Part 
of what makes this such a positive experience for Scully is being recognized for what she 
has to offer and the gifts she has developed throughout these years.  
Anna is another lay minister who explained the importance of her priest’s support. 
This priest empowers her ministry work through his confidence in her: 
He has trusted in my judgment. I for the most part basically run the whole 
program. He just more or less signs off. So he’s given me a lot of support and it’s 
been a way to channel and to use my theological education…to give voice to 
others.288 
The support and confidence of a crucial gatekeeper (her parish priest) allows Anna to use 
her training to serve others.  
 Of all the clergy, bishops are the ultimate gatekeeper to ministry in the Orthodox 
Church. Their endorsement of a lay minister is the ultimate green light because it can 
push even ambivalent clergy to support the person’s ministry work. It also can 
communicate to the laity that this particular lay minister is safe and worthy.289 For 
example, Macrina discussed the crucial experience of how her bishop’s “stamp of 
approval” increased her access to ministry. Unexpectedly, however, the very power of the 
Bishop’s affirmation left Macrina uneasy: “it was like the ecclesial authority had all the 
power to release the energy of the lay minister and I could see it could go just as easy.”290 
                                                 
288 Anna, interview. 
289 It is unclear how many lay ministers have their bishop’s endorsement, whether verbal or in an 
official letter. This would be an interesting question for a future research questionnaire.  
290 Macrina, interview. 
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Macrina has the support of this bishop with an awareness that lay ministry can be easily 
given and easily taken away. This sense of insecurity—a common theme in this study, 
particularly with the women—was at times supported by respondent’s negative 
experiences.  
Ambivalence of episcopal power aside, respondents recognized the necessity of 
receiving a bishop’s approval. Rocky, for instance, makes it a point to encourage women 
in lay ministry to seek an official endorsement by their bishop: 
[I]f a young woman was saying to me, “Well this is the ministry that I want to do 
and I want to do it in this particular city,” I would immediately go, “Do you think 
you know your hierarch? Have you spoken with him? Have you made clear to 
him what your hoping to do and been able to receive his blessing and possibly 
direction from him?” Of course I would do that.291  
 
This is an example of the mentorship playing a role in long and fruitful ministry. By 
asking these questions, Rocky guides these women in how to secure access to their 
ministry work by developing the resilience factor of a supportive relationship with their 
bishop. 
Ties with local churches are also part of the constellation of relationships 
significant to interviewees. Each parish has its own history, culture and norms that will 
influence lay ministry. Community support of lay ministry, such as that offered by parish 
council members, can be critical to success because these individuals can also function as 
gatekeepers to ministry access, quality standards, and funding. Mariam discussed the 
interconnected roles of priest and parish support: 
                                                 
291 Rocky, interview, part 2.  
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[I]t’s the community that has to support it and the priest that has to support it. 
Those are the things I think lay ministry needs the most of… I mean, the 
community needs to support in two ways. One is, they have to realize that they 
need that ministry and attend and then they have to help…if not by volunteering, 
through their financial support. The priest needs to support it by speaking well of 
it, advertising it, and mentoring the lay leaders.292 
 
Lay ministers need the community to recognize a need for the ministry, to participate in 
it, and to support it financially. A priest’s role in lay ministry includes mentoring the lay 
minister and increasing community support, i.e. “speaking well of it.”293 
Mirleni described this consequence of clergy and parish support in terms of the 
resources available: 
What I mean by “If they are on your side” and “appreciative,” I’m not talking 
about appreciation as in a “win an award” or getting overt praise, from this point 
of view. Rather, it is, “Do they help you? Are they ok with it?” If they are, the 
resources of the office can help you, whatever it is you need. It works. I mean, if 
they turn against a ministry or a set of plans then if you persist you have an 
important issue of obedience to deal with. However, ministers can find 
themselves in a situation where a religious leader is ambivalent or sends 
conflicting signals. This is exhausting, demotivating, sometimes even 
heartbreaking.294  
When clergy help the lay person and the person’s work, then even parish staff will aid the 
lay ministry. 
  
                                                 
292 Mariam, interview. 
293 Mariam, interview. 
294 Mirleni, interview. 
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Neutralizing Stressors 
As illustrated previously in “The Current State of Lay Ministry,” lay ministers 
face multiple challenges in the Orthodox Church in the United States.295 Moreover, the 
various relationships respondents identify as supports of lay ministry: (1) family; (2) 
spiritual guides; (3) colleagues, mentors, and supervisors; (4) ministry participants; and 
(5) clergy and parishes strengthen lay ministry in general. These relationships, however, 
also act as neutralizers to the struggles of lay ministry. Barsanuphius, for instance, 
illustrated an important protective function of these relationships:  
[I]t helps me to weather the storm because I’ve thought many times, “How long 
am I going to be here? Is it worth the struggle? Is it, you know, would I be able to 
do more for the world if I was working at a charity or working somewhere else?” 
So I don’t know, they encourage me to stick around, and at least for the next 
couple of years, keep doing what I’m doing.296 
 
When Barsanuphius wonders if he would be of more help outside of working for the 
Church, the encouragement of family members and friends convinces him to remain. 
Many interviewees shared the difficulties they encountered at pursuing lay 
ministry at seminary. Neutralizing these particular stressors, especially the confusion and 
suspicion that came from fellow students and/or clergy, seems particularly important for 
people continuing in this vocation. Susan shared how important her husband’s support 
was when she was at seminary:  
My husband…could see me for who I was…I wasn’t just a freak like people do to 
you [sic] when you want to study religion and you’re a girl. He never saw me as 
                                                 
295 See Chapter 1, “Introduction.” 
296 Barsanuphius, interview. 
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someone who wanted to be a boy or wanted to be a priest. He saw me for who I 
was. And I don’t think I could have dated anyone else because everyone else saw 
me as something different.297 
Susan’s experience dating her husband became a needed relief from the contempt she 
experienced from others who treated her as a “freak,” and her desire to serve the Church 
as a suspicious anomaly. 
Lay ministers leaning on positive relationships when the challenges of lay 
ministry threaten to overwhelm them emerges as a common theme in the interviews. 
Dean, for instance, described the loneliness that can come with lay ministry and the 
support that can come from good mentorship and colleagues: 
That’s really important. I can’t be doing this completely alone. That would be 
really, really challenging. And there are moments when you are doing it alone, or 
there are moments where you feel very isolated from somebody else, but again, 
having good colleagues and being able to reach out to them, whether it’s a friend, 
a seminary classmate or a co-worker. You can’t—that’s really important to have 
good colleagues, co-workers, somebody you can talk about these things and think 
it through. I’ve had some good mentors kind of help me think it through as 
well.298  
Similarly, Katherine explained:  
I have found people that I respect outside of my own ministry to support me 
because I have found people inside of my own ministry don’t.299  
In these ways, respondents can purposefully use their relationships to counter the 
isolation or lack of support. 
                                                 
297 Susan, interview. 
298 Dean [pseud.], “Orthodox Christians in Lay Ministry,” interview by author, April 4, 2015. 
299 Katherine, interview. 
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These human bonds can be the context in which the vocation of lay ministry 
finally makes sense. Susan, for instance, recounted a time when a colleague helped her 
trust God despite so many people being confused by her calling:  
Nobody knew what to do with me. And I didn’t—It took a few years for someone 
to say, “Who cares? They don’t have to know what to do with you. They just have 
to get you ready. God knows what to do with you. So trust God, listen to your 
inner voice that you’ve learned to hone, and get what you can from where you are 
and then God will open the next door for you.” And I was just dependent on 
everyone else to tell me what to do and I never really had anyone to tell me what 
to do so I was kind of lost but I really realize now that I don’t need to know 
what’s coming up. I need to take advantage of where I am at all times and I think 
it just took me some time to figure that out.300 
These vital relationships can help lay ministers persevere amid the ambivalence towards 
lay ministry and the unknown in pursuing this vocation. Being helped to trust that God is 
in charge of ministry opportunities, Susan eventually learned to face uncertainty with 
greater confidence and to be in the present moment. 
Relationships with other people in ministry, whether lay people or clergy, can 
give lay ministers opportunities for candid conversations with people who understand and 
sympathize with their experience. For example, Scully discussed how these connections 
inspire her ongoing development:  
Mostly the people have impacted it because I’ve learned so much. Like, meeting 
people and learning about people. It just makes me want to learn all the more.301 
Natalie also demonstrated the positive role of these peer relationships: 
                                                 
300 Susan, interview. 
301 Scully, interview. 
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I have really good colleagues and other fellow lay ministers…or priests that I can 
kind of talk to about the work. So that’s helpful to kind of unwind things and have 
them be like, “Oh my God. I understand what you’re talking about!” or “Yes, that 
was really difficult,” or you know. So having people kind of understand your 
work I think is [important]. Like we have, I have a group that I meet with monthly 
to kind of talk about issues and…things like that.302 
That lay ministers build these support networks themselves an example of creating 
resilience resources that help them to have positive outcomes and counter the difficult 
contexts in which they serve.  
Orthodox Theology 
 Another theme emerging from the interviews concerns the ways in which 
participants use elements of Orthodox theology, especially ecclesiology (i.e. the nature 
and vocation of the Church) and anthropology (i.e. the nature and vocation of humanity) 
to find meaning and purpose in their experiences.303 Participants access and promote 
specific concepts that become resources of lay ministry resilience.304 These interrelating 
constructs include: (1) Christ’s ministry; (2) Body of Christ; (3) health of the Church; (4) 
priesthood of all believers; and (4) lay ministry as vocation. These prisms of 
understanding the nature of Orthodox Christian life, the Church, and the lay minister’s 
                                                 
302 Natalie, interview. 
303 See Chapter 2, “Literature Review” for how these themes are discusses in Orthodox 
scholarship. 
304 It must be noted that to participate in this study respondents had to identify a calling to lay 
ministry. Therefore, the way they discussed being called is noteworthy while the fact that they thought of 
themselves as called is unsurprising.  
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roles in it seem to play various functions of support in the face of lay ministry 
stressors.305  
Christ’s Ministry 
Looking to Christ and the Church’s understanding of the Trinity, lay ministers 
reach some conclusions about the proper understanding of their vocation and God’s will 
for lay ministry in general. The way participants understand and discuss lay ministry 
reinforces what they consider pro-spiritual characteristics of lay ministers, and therefore, 
what they strive to emulate.306 For example, Scully looks to Christ’s ministry with His 
apostles and His willingness to be influenced by those He served: 
It’s weird because it’s like you’re in a position to execute all these programs but 
in another way people are supposed to help you execute these programs because 
that’s what ministry is about. You’re giving yourself out to the people so people 
can learn from you, but you want to learn from them as well…so you need to 
learn from others as well because it makes you a better person to learn. In the end, 
it makes you a better Christian too. If you live like Christ. He knows everything, 
he knew everything, but he learned from his apostles too. I don’t think they 
surprised him. He knew Judas was going to betray him, so I don’t think there 
were any shocks there, but he probably did learn some things from them that 
made him a better minister in his lifetime, his three years of ministry. 307 
                                                 
305 This might be a resilience resource that is more available to Orthodox Christians who have 
undergone formal theological education and formation. For an example of research showing religious 
beliefs and meaning being a factor of “spiritual resilience” see, Manning, “Enduring as Lived Experience,” 
352-362. 
306 This phrase might be new to this study. Applying the concept of pro-social, by “pro-spiritual” I 
mean the behaviors and thoughts that are considered to be desirable and to lead to positive outcomes from 
the perspective of the spiritual tradition and culture. See also the following section, “Spirituality and 
Religious Practice.” 
307 Scully, interview. 
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Scully is guided by this belief that those teaching and those being taught, end up 
profoundly affecting each other. 
Similarly, Barsanuphius explained how he understands all ministry to be a part of 
Christ’s ministry:  
I need to constantly remind myself that this isn’t my ministry…pet peeve of mine 
when people talk about “my ministry” because…this is always Christ’s ministry. 
It’s not ever my ministry or your ministry. Even that as a starting point I think 
changes the way one approaches it.308  
Barsanuphius considers how possessive language affects how people engage and 
understand ministry.309 By reminding himself that the ministry is Christ’s, the focus 
remains on God’s will. This seems to give Barsanuphius direction on how to serve and 
why he serves.310  
Another Orthodox belief that can guide how to serve is the concept of God’s 
oikonomia. Oikonomia can be understood as God’s grace working in people’s lives, 
regardless of their starting point, so as to bring them closer into a life-giving relationship 
with Him.311 In practice, this means that the Church endeavors to reflect oikonomia in her 
pastoral ministry. In this way, responses to the flock might seem to relax the dogma or 
                                                 
308 Barsanuphius, interview. 
309 This study takes Barsanuphius’ words to heart. Instead of saying his or her lay ministry, this 
study uses phrases such as, “…her lay ministry work.” 
310 This language also counters a view that sees ministry as the sole prerogative of a subgroup in 
the Church, i.e. the clergy’s domain. 
311 In light of Orthodox Christian Trinitarian theology, we become who we are called to be in the 
context of life-giving relationships with God, others, self, and the environment. See FitzGerald, Persons in 
Communion; and Zizioulas, Being as Communion. 
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ideals of the Church depending on what the person needs for progress in holiness.312 
Natalie seems to be guided by this principle of oikonomia in how she loves and serves 
others:  
But at the end of the day it’s about the people and God and life and that kind of 
supports it, if that makes sense. If I didn’t love the people and love the work I 
probably wouldn’t be in it because since the bad experience I had with the Church 
and the priest… those other things make me be like, ‘This is just so stupid…No 
wonder no one wants to go to Church. No wonder nobody cares. They’re having 
this horrible moment and nobody is there for them.’ I totally—So, it’s funny that 
everyone gets kind of like, especially in Orthodoxy, gets wrapped up in the 
dogma and the rules, where it’s the Spirit and the people and God working within 
people that keeps me going.313 
In Natalie’s experience, there are times when she has seen clergy miss the mark of 
actually meeting their flock’s spiritual needs because of theological rigidity, lack of 
creativity, and lack of grace. However, her love for people and comfort ministering to 
people in difficult stages of their lives keep her in ministry. The principle of oikonomia 
can similarly guide lay ministers’ approaches to serving people in complexities of 
modern life.  
Significantly, the theology of the Church might be the main thing keeping lay 
ministers involved despite very negative experiences arising from within the Church. 
While Scully has considered leaving lay ministry because of mistreatment, her belief that 
God “doesn’t care if I’m a woman” protects and buttresses her continued participation in 
                                                 
312 Oikonomia means that rules can be applied more or less strictly based on what the people need 
to grow in their salvation. To provide an analogy for oikonomia, it is similar to physical therapy. The goal 
might be total mobility, but the starting point might be gradual series of stretches lying down. Eventually, 
the same person might be challenged to do squats while wearing ankle weights.  
313 Natalie, interview. 
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lay ministry: [W]hen you get like the negativity from the men…I would tell myself that, 
“Why should I [leave]? They’re just the men. God doesn’t care if I’m a woman.”314  
Body of Christ 
 Interviewees similarly draw on the analogy of the whole laos making up the Body 
of Christ. This Church image illustrates the intrinsic worth of each Christian—lay or 
ordained, with his or her gifts— in relationship to the whole Church. Natalie employed 
such imagery thusly: 
You know we always say that Christ is the head of the Body. It’s like using the 
body to its fullest extent. You know? Letting, you know, using God’s people to 
speak to God’s people. Not always using, it’s not always down to the priests and 
you know giving them, reminding them that priests are people too and they have 
to take care of themselves…So I think it’s kind of like that idea that we’re all 
called to help each other.315 
This concept appears particularly effective against clericalism. Within the body, every 
member is needed and everyone needs the other.   
 For Dean, seeing himself as one part of a larger Body of the Church gives him 
“humility” and more perspective on how much he can accomplish in his ministry: 
Again, with that a certain level of humility that comes with it all. That my job that 
I’ve been given is to build up the Church, build up the Body of Christ, with the 
talents I have, to the best of my ability, knowing that somebody was doing this 
long before I came around and somebody will be doing it after me…You realize, 
I’m not just a cog in the machine but I am part of a living entity that’s been 
                                                 
314 Scully, interview. 
315 Natalie, interview. 
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around a lot longer than I’ve been around and will be around for a long time after 
me.316  
Dean’s approach to lay ministry is grounded in the belief that he is an important member 
of a “living entity,” i.e. not just a “cog in the machine,” with his own talents. This 
perspective seems to encourage a sense of worth as well as humility.  
Other lay ministers seem to draw on Orthodox ecclesiology to make sense of the 
part they play in a larger vision of the life of the Church. Such sense making is important 
for themselves as well as others. For instance, Katherine explains how she understands 
the difference between her role and the role of the clergy: 
There’s a reason they got ordained. That this way of our Church being structured 
there are certain things that should be held in their hands and that they’re 
responsible for. And so I think good lay ministry is not sort of trying to somehow 
separate itself from or dismiss ordained ministry.317 
In other words, good lay ministry understands its place within the Church in harmony 
with ordained ministry. In this way, believing in the purpose of each role in the Body can 
counteract any animosity of lay ministers towards the hierarchy. 
Other respondents also discussed the role of lay ministry in the hierarchical 
context of the Orthodox Church. Original elaborated on what he considers to be 
important qualities of a good lay ministry: 
I would say first of all that it involves everyone in the church: from the youngest 
to the oldest, from the most spiritual to the whatever you want to call it, the least 
spiritual if you want to call it that, and just any, the people with disabilities. It has 
to be all inclusive. At the same time, I should say, obviously with the blessing of 
                                                 
316 Dean, interview.  
317 Katherine, interview. 
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the parish priest of the spiritual father, father confessor, in other words, there has 
to be certain parameters there, special parameters, and they have to come from the 
priest and the church itself.318  
Original does not advocate for lone actors doing anything that they want in lay ministry. 
Every member of the Body needs work with “order.”319 The fundamentals of Orthodox 
ministry are operating with a blessing from one’s priest and spiritual director as well as 
reaching and involving everyone in the Church.  
Health and Nature of the Church 
 To a person, respondents expressed a belief that lay ministry is vital to a healthy 
Church. The conviction that lay ministry is a necessity to the spiritual health of the entire 
Church seems to give meaning and galvanize participants to continue their labors. For 
example, Susan sees lay ministry in the context of the Church’s vocation to inspire all 
Christians to live out their universal vocations as Christians. When the Church fails to 
inspire lay ministry, there are consequences for the entire Church, including clergy:  
There are certain things only the priest can do, but everything else can be done by 
lay people. Almost everything else, besides the sacraments, can be done by lay 
people…We’re all called to be partakers of the ministry, lay ministry to some 
extent. There is plenty of work that needs to be done. And when we leave it all to 
the clergy they burn out and they don’t offer the best type of ministry all around. 
And the people are waiting to do something and no one asks them so they step 
away because they say, “Well you don’t need me.” So they don’t offer and they’re 
not trained. And people who have been called don’t know what a calling is, so 
                                                 
318 Original, interview. 
319 “Let all things be done decently and in order.” 1 Corinthians 14:40 (NKJV).  
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they disappear. And they never find fulfillment because they’ve never answered 
their call. Ministry is really a funny thing.320  
In this perspective, Susan shows a concern for clergy health and for those who never 
realize they are called to ministry. This sober warning also provides a clear vision of what 
laity can do in the Orthodox Church: “almost everything else, besides the sacraments, can 
be done by lay people.”  
 Respondents sometimes use ecclesiology to distinguish the Church from the 
ecclesial institutions operating in a fallen world. In fact, Mariam employed the term 
“church militant” to critique the part of the Church that mistreats lay ministry: 
[F]or the organized church militant here on earth, I think that they grossly 
underestimate and grossly underutilize and underdevelop a tremendous potential 
for the church, and that it’s folly, to their own folly. To their own folly, 
the…Orthodox Church in the United States underutilizes, underdevelops, and 
underappreciates the power and the God-intended purpose for lay ministry in the 
United States. 
In her view, the anti-lay ministry behavior of Church authorities does not reflect the 
nature of the Church as a whole or God’s will.  
Other interviewees also separate their negative experiences from the intrinsic 
nature of the Church. Original, for instance, maintained he would never leave the 
Orthodox Church despite these incongruities: 
Well, I don’t think I ever considered [leaving lay ministry] seriously. Like, I never 
thought, oh I’m never going to go to church again or anything like that. Obviously 
my faith is my faith and that’s not going to change. I kind of separate the church 
                                                 
320 Susan, interview. 
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as an organization and the church as the body of Christ, as all the faithful. And I 
think as an organization it’s very fallen…321 
The concept that this world is fallen, and that the Church organization reflects that, can 
strengthen lay minister’s faith when they witness things contrary to their understanding of 
Christianity and God.  
A sense of distinguishing one’s own faith from the institutional Church was 
evident in Rocky’s understanding of the Church and the Christian life. Such a separation 
actually protected her from leaving the Church:  
Is the Church my priest? Is it the hierarchy? Is the Church the religious education 
director at the local church? Is the Church the people I talk to everyday? And the 
answer to all of that is, yes, of course…And then there are people with very 
serious lay ministries, I mean vocation, who have had a terrible time bringing 
what they have, which can be a real gift, to a local congregation or a metropolis or 
the Church at large…But what I have understood in my own work over all these 
years is that, that is a cross to bear. And many, many people take umbrage with 
that and leave. And I myself, as I’ve told you, earlier have gone through a time 
sort of like that. So, it’s a very difficult kind of a thing. So in many ways a 
ministry is not necessarily welcome by quote “the Church at large,” depending on 
how I connect with that…God is in that, and slow but sure, it builds a resilience in 
me. 322  
 
Rocky was strengthened by her understanding of negative experiences as part of the 
Christian “cross to bear.” In fact, lay ministers who expect the cross might have more 
fortitude when the struggles come in lay ministry.  
 
 
                                                 
321 Original, interview. 
322 Rocky, interview, part 2. 
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Priesthood of all Believers 
Respondents draw on Orthodox theology and ecclesiology to validate their roles 
in ministry—whether to themselves and/or to the Church at large—in light of what they 
believe the Church is and who all Christians are called to be. Participants engage the 
teachings on the “priesthood of all believers” and the “royal priesthood” as a resilience 
resource for lay ministry. Barsanuphius, for example, noted how Church beliefs about the 
“priesthood of all believers” support lay ministry:  
So I think, from kind of a theoretical point of view, the theology of the church, I 
think, really supports the notion of lay ministry. Like I said, we are an inherently 
Eucharistic and liturgical church and lay ministry is one of the ways that people 
participate in the Eucharist and participate in the sanctification and the bringing of 
life into the world…we are a priesthood of believers and this is one of the ways 
we sort of participate in the lifting up of the cosmos into the kingdom.323  
 The cosmic imagery employed by Barsanuphius was consistent with participants’ 
expressions of a universal call to ministry as being crucial to understanding lay ministry 
itself. For instance, Rocky spoke to the “priesthood of all believers” as defining lay 
ministry and the vocation of every Christian. Referring to the “Lord’s Prayer,”324 Rocky 
identifies the vocation of the laity with the transformation of world: 
I think it’s the ministry of the priesthood of all believers...that’s our vocation. 
That’s how we’re all called to do: to be the priesthood of all believers. To get this 
cosmos just as in heaven so on earth… being the mediation of the 
transcendent…incarnation in other words.325  
 
                                                 
323 Barsanuphius, interview. 
324 Matthew 6: 9-13, NKJV. 
325 Rocky, interview, part 2. 
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This larger context of Church mission can give profound meaning and guidance to 
participants.  
The universal character of the laity’s vocation also guides Original. For instance, 
he explained: 
I believe that every baptized Christian is called to minister, as a lay person, few as 
a clergy, but most people as lay people. Based on the talents they’ve been given, 
there’s things they can do to offer back to the church and offer to God…326 
This shared call as Christians is at the center of how Original understands his vocation: 
“Well my calling is no different than anyone else’s calling, it’s to love God. That’s 
basically our calling and everything else stems from that.”327 
Gabriel similarly draws on the “priesthood of all believers” notion to explain his 
understanding of lay ministry. When discussing how to counter the overemphasis of the 
priest’s role that encourages passivity on the part of the laity he observed: 
I think other times that people just wholesale, they just defer, “Well we’ll let 
father deal with that. That’s what he gets paid for.” Instead of again seeing lay 
ministry as co-ministry. It’s really that simple. It’s not trying to prop us up to a 
higher level. No, but it’s to take a rightful place as, again, the priesthood of all 
believers that St. Paul writes about it. That…takes a moment of acknowledgment 
where we, again those of us who may not be ordained but to still have that, [have] 
to take ownership of that and to say, “I still have a very important role within the 
life of the Church.”328 
                                                 
326 Original, interview. 
327 Original, interview. 
328 Gabriel, interview.  
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The laity needs to understand and “own” their important role within the Church. 
Respondents all agreed that the responsibility of ministry needs be more broadly claimed 
by the whole laos.  
The extent to which interviewees exhibited widespread identification of the 
priesthood of all believers, the vocation of the Church, and Christ’s desire for all to enter 
his ministry seems to correlate to the meaning they attach to the ambivalence and 
stressors of lay ministry. Evidence of this connection can be found, for example, in a 
warning Mariam issued to clergy who dismiss or thwart lay ministry:  
God has a plan for His church and for the people in His church and I imagine that 
those priests and hierarchs that are obstacles to lay ministers will have to answer 
to God. Because I do think there are quite a few priests and bishops that are 
obstacles through their own insecurities and their own problems and their own 
fallen natures, and that that [sic] is a terrible scar on the face of Christ.329 
Her acute analysis of clergy who are “obstacles to lay ministers” suggests that she felt 
such clergymen would be called to account for, in essence, thwarting God’s desires. 
 Original also sees lay ministry as vital to the Church, emphasizing the laity’s 
universal vocation to serve. Explaining why he appreciate an experience that brought 
together a diverse group of gifted people and gave them a way to be active in the Church, 
Original said: 
I think it’s very important. It’s critical for the church to inspire everybody to offer 
what they have to offer. I think just getting people to participate and give back is 
hugely important. They’re not just on the receiving end, I know as often as we 
usually tend to be, especially in worship, in a way it’s a passive [sic]. This is a 
                                                 
329 Mariam, interview. 
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way that lay people in particular can offer something and really participate in the 
life of the church.330 
Multiple participants observed a concerning tendency towards passive participation in the 
life of the Church. Interviewees want to see lay people engaged in the sacramental life, 
knowledgeable about the faith, and committed to serving with their gifts. As explained by 
Original, lay ministry is important because it shows people that they can “offer something 
and really participate.” 
Lay Ministry as Vocation  
Respondents made concerted efforts to emphasize the universal quality of lay 
ministry whereby all laity are called. Some respondents, however, also identified a type 
of lay ministry vocation that was distinct within this universal call. For example, Susan 
elaborated on how she understands the distinction between the universal Christian 
vocation of the “royal priesthood” and lay ministry:  
In a sense, there is a royal priesthood. We’re all called to feed the poor. We’re all 
called to clothe the naked. We’re all called to visit the lonely. We’ve all already 
been called to that. But there’s sometimes when you take on more of the 
responsibility of it. When you take ownership and responsibility, a leadership role 
in that, I think then it changes. When somebody wants to pay you for it, that 
changes it, the dynamic of it.331  
Everyone is called to “minister” in the sense of serving, i.e. feeding, clothing, visiting, 
those most in need. For Susan, the distinction of lay ministry as a vocation lies in the 
                                                 
330 Original, interview. 
331 Susan, interview. 
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leadership required in lay ministry, the “ownership and responsibility,” as well as the 
phenomenon of being paid.332  
Mariam explains why she believes there is a vocation of lay ministry that is a 
calling by God: 
[B]ecause it’s done at great sacrifice and done without much reward except for 
the ethereal reward of doing what you think God wants you to do…I guess it’s 
possible that one is… moved to serve the church for a less than altruistic reason 
and maybe for a less than gracious reason. But I still think it’s a calling because I 
think God uses people however He can use them, you know. Just like some 
people might donate because they want to have their name on the wall or they 
might donate out of altruism. God excepts both gifts.333 
Mariam thinks that the stressors of lay ministry work in the Unites States makes it 
unlikely that people choose it for reasons other than being called. Regardless, God will 
use the service according to his will. 
In defining lay ministry, Natalie draws on a premise that God calls people based 
on each person’s unique gifts. This viewpoint distills the anxiety of being treated as 
though she should be able to do all things because she has a theological degree. 
Therefore, Natalie explained that: 
[T]here are people that are called to be theologians and there are people that are 
called to be with the people. And I think that a lot of times in ministry we’re all 
clumped ‘cause there is such a small pool we’re all expected to do all of it. Like, 
“You should be a [ministry] …and be writing papers, and have a theological 
                                                 
332 This begs the question of what happens to lay ministry when one is invited to ministry with 
leadership, responsibility, and ownership, but still without pay. 
333 Mariam, interview. 
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discussion, presentation on something. And I’m like, “Ok, can I just be with the 
person…? You know what I mean?334  
Just as there is a widespread expectation that priests should do all types of ministry, 
Natalie experiences a similar expectation that she should be willing and able to do lay 
ministry in all the ways asked of her. Knowing the uniqueness of people and their gifts 
helps her stay focused on where she feels gifted. 
Susan speaks to this distinct call to lay ministry from the universal calling of the 
“royal priesthood”: 
[Lay ministry] is definitely a vocation and a calling because God invites you to 
enter into a relationship with spreading His reality and not everyone is capable of 
doing that. Really, it’s an honor and you have to be invited. Just like monasticism, 
you have to be invited. Just like in marriage you have to be invited. Not everyone 
is meant for everything. You should really wait until you’ve been invited to be in 
ministry. Don’t just go because you can’t think of anything else to do…335 
Susan identifies a kind of lay ministry that requires a call from God to “enter into a 
relationship with spreading His reality.” Being called to lay ministry is similar to how 
some Orthodox Christians are called to monasticism and some to marriage. 
 Connecting to this sense of distinct vocation is the need for financial 
compensation. Katherine observed that long and fruitful ministry requires that the Church 
value lay ministry through offering dignified wages and recognition. She added: 
I think value for the fact that…like I should be paid more. I mean, not every 
person that does lay ministry is always doing it in a capacity that is beyond a 
volunteer but a lot of the time you are. So I think an understanding from the 
Church that it’s worth it to pay for someone to do this work. That you’ll get better 
                                                 
334 Natalie, interview. 
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people drawn towards this ministry and people who can dedicate more and quality 
time if you also, you know, allow them to support their family. Imagine that.336 
Institutional recognition of a distinct lay ministry vocation should correlate with the 
monetary needs of those answering the call.  
 For most if not all interviewees, there is a point at which institutional recognition 
of lay ministry needs to match the gifts, dedication, and training displayed by these 
individuals. While all are called to Christian virtue and service, there is a point where the 
ministry needs to be seen as “professional.” Susan described discerning this based on 
when ministry becomes “professional”: 
If you want to serve the Church in any capacity, it’s sacramental. It’s a prayer. 
You can’t just come in and say, “I’m going to do this.” On the other hand, at some 
point it’s a profession… And when it becomes a profession, then it takes it to a 
different level. ‘Cause then it needs recognition, it should be honored in an 
appropriate way.337  
For Susan and most interviewees, one way to grant this recognition would be through the 
existence of full-time lay ministry positions with respectable pay. 
The theological themes raised by the participants of this study as discussed above, 
touch on Orthodox theology, ecclesiology, anthropology, and participants’ own beliefs 
about lay ministry. Their observations make clear that these various beliefs provide 
meaning, purpose and necessity to lay ministers, especially in a context of environmental 
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stressors. These themes also provide perspective on the positive roles lay minister play in 
the larger will of God and vocation of the Church.  
Spiritual Life and Religious Practice 
 Relationships, knowing the fruits of their labor, and Orthodox theology are not the 
only resilience resources that sustain respondents. Interviewees also derive strength, 
support, and meaning in the context of Orthodox spirituality and religious practices. Such 
customs and values of the faith can feed their own commitments to grow in holiness by 
the grace of God, as understood in Orthodoxy, by teaching them to find the spiritual 
opportunity in the adversity.  
Spiritual life 
As discussed previously, a common theme is how having a trusting relationship 
with God supports lay ministry. Palpable experiences of the Lord in their lives guide their 
understandings of and responses to struggles in their ministries. Interviewees seek to 
strengthen their relationship to God by pursuing a spiritual life based on their experiences 
and the teachings of the Church. Susan, for instance, talked about how she has come to 
trust God to give her access to ministry: 
And just as I have a deep need to be creative, I really have a calling and a need to 
serve. And, I’ve learned now that if someone doesn’t give me a way I will find a 
way because it’s not about me and them. It’s about me and God.338 
Susan is confident that her access to lay ministry can never be completely thwarted 
because God is involved. Evidence of God’s involvement, she maintained, was obvious 
                                                 
338 Susan, interview. 
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in that ever since she claimed a desire to serve God in his Church, experiences of 
ministry opportunities have come to her.  
 Respondents’ understandings of, and experiences with God shape, their 
expectations of how God works in people’s lives. Susan’s relationship with God keeps 
her open to the unimaginable ways lay ministry might need to unfold for the Orthodox 
Church. This phenomenon guides how she believes God works for those who answer a 
call to lay ministry. As she explained:  
[O]ne thing you have to remember is if you are called; don’t limit yourself to 
what you understand. That God can—It can be something you never thought of 
before calling for you, so get rid of those boxes and expectations of seeing where 
you fit. If you are sincerely called, then there is a place for you and you just have 
to find it. It’s not necessarily going to be in a way that’s already preprogrammed 
‘cause most people are short sighted. Most people are short sighted as to what’s 
possible to do as a lay minister, in lay ministry. They’re just short sighted. They 
don’t think beyond and if you’re called then there must be something for you to 
do. You just have to find it.339  
Susan’s experience has taught her to expect the unexpected in following God. Such a 
stance can give lay ministers flexibility and faith, for themselves and others, when lay 
ministry unfolds in unconventional ways.  
 These respondents underscore the importance of having a relationship with Jesus 
Christ, as well as with His Church, to their work. Original explained that a relationship 
with Christ is integral to all good and fruitful lay ministry. Along with that relationship, 
lay ministers need to believe they have a part to play in the Church: 
I think [lay ministers] need, there’s a lot of things they need, but primarily they 
need to have Christ. They need to have faith and believe that their work is Christ’s 
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work and that they can work for Him in the Church and do that work and produce 
fruit. That’s probably the most important thing right there. They also just have to 
have a positive attitude, an attitude of participation. It’s also just a matter of a 
generational thing. Some generations expect everything from the priest and that’s 
just the way it is, that’s probably not going to change very much. As things 
change and we see that the younger generations especially are more open to lay 
participation, women participating and stuff.340 
While Original believes the older generation might not understand the role of laity in 
ministry, it is vital that lay ministers center their lives on Christ and keep a “positive 
attitude, an attitude of participation.”  
 That one’s personal relationship with God underpins the purpose of everything, 
and should underline any ministry, is a common theme. For instance, Susan described her 
ultimate purpose this way: 
I don’t think I have a purpose in life except to be in relationship with God, and by 
that in being in relationships with people around me. Am I called to [specific 
ministry]? I don’t think that’s the bigger purpose. That’s just a tool to do what 
needs to be done. This made itself available to me and I took it. It drives me nuts 
when people are like, “I need to find my purpose.” I can’t stand that because your 
purpose is to be in a relationship with God and anything outside of that is 
secondary. So if doing this brings you into a closer relationship to God, then do 
that. You can do that feeding the poor. You can do that clothing the naked. You 
can do it writing a sermon. You can do it teaching a class… People think that I 
can only serve God in this capacity. And it’s not true. If you want to serve God, 
God will find a way for you to serve Him. 341 
 
Susan’s understanding of the purpose of life helps her to see her calling to serve God as 
ranging beyond the bounds of a specific activity or work. In fact, she maintains that God 
will bring opportunities for service to those who want to serve Him.  
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 This emphasis on devotion to a personal God who is integral to unveiling ministry 
opportunities is important because, in Orthodox thought, one can be doing good while 
one’s own heart is far from God due to pride and other spiritual illnesses. Therefore, 
Macrina explained how she safe guards against wrong motives:  
You always have to worry about whether this is for yourself. You never want to 
do anything for the glory of because you want to be prominent [sic]. You always 
want to do this because you are fulfilling the need and God is calling you to it.”342  
 
Macrina strives to do everything for God’s glory, not her own status. Such a spiritual 
stance likely protects the quality and continuation of lay ministry work in the face of 
mistreatment because being successful and having positive treatment are not as linked to 
the lay minister.  
Spiritual Exercise 
These responses clearly indicate that participants in this study find it important to 
frame lay ministry as a context for growing in Christian virtue.343 In a vivid example, 
Mirleni described her “temptation” to get caught up in “righteous indignation” during the 
“spiritual exercise” of ministry: 
So, you know, we have to use our energies. So, is it going to be bitterness or is it 
going to be acceptance, forgiveness, creativity? You know. So not succumbing to 
temptations when frustration or righteous indignation is tempting me is a spiritual 
exercise. We treat our ministries, and like everything else in our lives, as spiritual 
exercise of our own choosing…because like everything else in our lives, we can 
                                                 
342 Macrina, interview. 
343 The goal of the Christian life is theosis, i.e. "becoming by grace what God is by nature." 
Athanasius, De Incarnatione, I, quoted in “Theosis,” Orthodox Wiki, accessed March 17, 2018, 
https://orthodoxwiki.org/Theosis.   
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choose our attitudes toward it. In addition, we can also usually choose what it is 
we’re going to be doing as our ministries.344  
Her observations offer additional insight into why some lay ministers continue despite 
stressors that one would expect to drive them away. With the frame of a spiritual 
exercise, lay ministers like Mirleni can challenges themselves to choose “acceptance, 
forgiveness, creativity,” i.e. spiritual growth, as they continually discern God’s will in 
serving in lay ministry.  
In a similar vein, Katherine coaches herself to look for the spiritual gain in the 
struggle and to “let go” when her work is unrecognized or valued: 
Nothing in life is going to be easy so I feel like the struggles that I come up with I 
try to understand in a way that puts them in that context. Puts them in the context 
of my own spiritual life and like are these really struggles coming from the 
outside or from the inside…So like I feel like the things that most of the time the 
things I come up against are like wounds to my own ego anyway. So, you know, 
it’s kind of good probably they happen…So when that comes up I have to remind 
myself, like, ‘You’re not doing this for recognition anyway. You’re not doing this 
so that people like know your name and know that you do… lay ministry, you 
know. So who cares? Just let it go.’345  
 
Although Katherine tries to engage difficulties as spiritual opportunities to work on the 
wounds in herself, this does not mean she is satisfied with how the Church recognizes lay 
ministry or treats lay ministers. In fact, Katherine believes the Church should recognize 
lay ministry, including offering ministers appropriate pay. In the meantime, she will 
continue the spiritual struggle and try to serve God in her ministry context.  
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Mirleni, additionally, described the internal thought process when facing ministry 
setbacks:  
If after banging on the walls long enough and banging on the gates of heaven long 
enough, it’s not supported over and over again, you have to ask, ‘What is it that’s 
causing this issue? Why is it not yet supported? Why isn’t there uptake? Am I part 
of the problem? What can I take spiritually from this adversity? Are there 
elements of martyrdom involved? What am I witnessing to? Sometimes, even if it 
is easy to blame someone else for the lack of progress, maybe the Lord’s plan is 
about what it looks like to be defeated in this world and how we witness to that, 
unpalatable as that may be. We can’t know perfectly and we can’t use that as an 
excuse to be passive or sour. We may need a different route, not that I really have 
all this figured out in my own case.”346 
Her observations provide a rich example of the practice of spiritual discernment that can 
be engaged in by lay ministers. This tradition is guided by a belief that God can facilitate 
spiritual growth through any hardship.347 That respondents consistently expressed a 
commitment to love and be guided by God is striking when considering how often their 
motives are questioned. 
Practicing Obedience 
One notable spiritual exercise—described especially by the women respondents— 
involved practicing obedience to the clergy. As seen throughout these responses, a 
common belief is that the spiritual approach of the lay minister impacts the quality and 
reception of their service. The value of such a practice, they maintain, is important to 
                                                 
346 Mirleni, interview. 
347 “[A]ll things work together for good to those who love God, to those who are called according 
to His purpose.” Romans 8:28 (NKJV). Discernment during struggles does not mean lay ministers believe 
God caused or desired any specific struggle.   
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having a long and fruitful lay ministry. This sort of practice, for Macrina, evidenced itself 
in her interactions with priests. She explained how she would stop her ministry work at 
the will of her priest:  
I actually do believe in obedience to the clergy and hierarchy. I know that’s one of 
those big, big issues for people today, but I kind of settled it long ago. I just 
decided that was something I wasn’t going to argue about.”  
When the interviewer observed that this acceptance of obedience seemed to give her a 
measure of peace, Macrina agreed:  
Yeah, I do think so…I made the decision for a variety of reasons to accept 
obedience because I see the wisdom of obedience and the great blessing of 
obedience…I see it as an important guard against self-delusion and we of course 
know it as a great teacher of humility, its greatest benefit…People don’t think of 
that, right? They think obedience makes you like angry [when] actually it’s 
liberating in the sense that it brings you to a  place of peace.348  
Macrina observes a “wisdom” and a “blessing” to accepting obedience, thus underscoring 
the spiritual virtue of humility in the context of ministry. Obedience is valuable because it 
can help respondents protect themselves from self-deception, facilitate virtue, and help 
them find peace and freedom.  
Practicing obedience, though, does not mean that these lay ministers are 
necessarily passive. For Mirleni, part of practicing obedience means recognizing that 
such practice is a universal requirement in the Church shared by the clergy. She can both 
“push back” and ultimately respect the authority of the clergy: 
 [M]y own experience has been that lay ministry is not only accepted but 
welcomed as long as it’s done in the right spirit, in a spirit of obedience and love. 
It doesn’t mean you can’t push back at times and challenge, but done in love and 
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ultimately in obedience. Priests are expected to be obedient. Right? Their ministry 
is not unfettered. Why should we expect that ours would be any different?349 
Mirleni believes she has had positive experiences in ministry because she tries to keep the 
“spirit of obedience and love.”  
Obedience to God more broadly is an important guiding principle to these 
interviewees. Such obedience, often discussed as answering His call, is what first brings 
these lay ministers to serve and pursue theological education. A desire to do God’s will in 
the face of antagonisms and environmental strains keeps them in ministry. Rocky 
discussed obedience to God particularly. She believes that God’s will for you is “pre-
ordained” in a way that is like providing the “boundaries” of our life, “Kind of like a river 
runs in a river bed.”350 In that context, she tries to submit her free will to discover God’s 
will for her: “I’m able to tune into it sometimes. Sometimes I miss it. Sometimes it’s 
contaminated by some ego’s goal, something that I want.”351 
While these women emphasized obedience as a spiritual exercise, the men 
referenced obedience more in terms of how to operate around clergy authority. For 
example, Gabriel explained how good lay ministry connects with obedience: “[T]here 
needs to be a good relationship with whatever connection we would have with the clergy 
because our Church is hierarchical in nature. So, there is…[a] chain that we have to be 
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obedient to.”352 Dean described respecting the clergyman’s role while not being afraid to 
challenge clergy at a point:  
And even if I disagree with it, I’ve got to go along with that because he has been 
given that authority ultimately…You have to be respectful to that, but at the same 
time, and this is the other piece of it, you can’t be afraid of it. I can’t be afraid of 
telling a clergyman respectfully…that he’s got to be doing something differently. 
Again, understand that he’s the guy on the front line who has to do something, but 
I can’t be afraid of…pushing back when one disagrees.353 
Both Dean and Gabriel’s quotes show a belief that obedience is necessary in the 
Orthodox Church. However, the women’s description emphasizes more of the spiritual 
dimension of practicing obedience and how it effects the lay minister and their service to 
others.354  
Emulating Christ and the Saints 
An additional component in this factor of resilience is how interviewees access 
the lives of Christ and the saints to find meaning, strength, and guidance for their 
struggles in lay ministry. In this regard, Mirleni reflected on how struggles of any kind 
are to be expected in the Christian life: “The greatest spiritual growth may come from a 
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354 It would be interesting to discover if there is in fact a distinction between how male and female 
lay ministers engage obedience. I would hypothesize a correlation between women feeling “readily 
dispensable” in ministry and how they approach obedience. See Kostakis, “Laboring in the Harvest”; and 
FitzGerald, Orthodox Women Speak, 6. 
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moment of humiliation or apparent defeat. The message of Jesus Christ was not one of 
guaranteed temporal success, hard as it is for me to accept sometimes!”355  
An additional source of spiritual support that lay ministers access involves the 
saints. The Orthodox tradition is full of stories of holy women and men who were 
wrongly maligned during their lives, tortured and even killed for the faith.356 These 
powerful accounts, along with the narrative of Christ’s crucifixion, make up part the 
spiritual heritage of Orthodox Christians in the tradition of the Church.  
 Lay ministers find strength and meaning by connecting their experiences with the 
lives of the saints, perhaps especially those who were persecuted for using their gifts to 
serve the Lord. The ways in which study participants discussed their experiences in this 
spiritual heritage of struggle, suggest that even their definition of success and the 
meaning they import to their struggles might differ from a non-Orthodox Christian’s 
interpretation of the same struggles.357 In this regard, Rocky gives the example of Saint 
Maximus the Confessor who was tortured during his lifetime because the Church at the 
time did not agree with his theological writings: 
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Saints are considered alive in Christ and powerful resources of support and protection. 
357 For instance, in the “prosperity gospel” strand of Christianity, Christians are taught that their 
faithfulness will be rewarded with things going right in this life. Contrast this message with the story of St. 
Maximus whose extreme abuse by church officials during life is juxtaposed with the enormous place of 
love and honor he now holds in the Church. 
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[W]e know what happens to him. He’s tortured for the incredible gift that he’s 
given to the world through the Church. Which is the cosmic vision so necessary at 
this time as we deal with…the insights that we are getting from contemporary 
studies of physics and that kind of thing. And he had his hand cut off so he 
couldn’t write and…his tongue was pulled out…Then he was sent into exile. And 
he was an old man. He was in his eighties…I’m looking at an icon of him now as 
we speak. So it’s not easy. It’s not an easy task to—well our Lord tells us that: 
“This is what happened to me; maybe it will happen to you. You want to do 
this?”358  
Saints like St. Maximus strengthen participants personally—i.e. “I’m looking at an icon 
of him now as we speak”—as well as set expectations of a Christian life. How Rocky 
engages difficulties is shaped by her experience with St. Maximus. His experiences are 
horrific to consider and he was not accepted at all during his lifetime. Rocky sees in this a 
clear message from the Lord: the same can happen to you if you follow him.  
In another example of respondents engaging the saints, Barsanuphius, shared the 
encouragement he receives from learning Church history about the lives of saints, 
especially lay saint theologians: 
[T] here’s fantastic examples of lay theologians in particular. I guess we don’t 
really have the same records in terms of lay ministry, but like St. Nicholas 
Cabasilas and other theologians who were not ordained but were incredibly 
influential in the life of the Church, or the unordained saints and their acts of 
service, who are unfortunately a little bit less well known I guess. Although, 
there’s this really good book… it’s a collection of saintly people who were not 
clergy, who were not monks, just kind of like regular people in the world who 
lived really pious and simple lives and are considered saints by at least 
some…Things like that are sustaining that just regular people and their lives can 
do something of service for the Church.359  
                                                 
358 Rocky, interview, part 2. 
359 Barsanuphius, interview. 
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Just as role models work for people generally, lay ministers can look to the non-ordained 
saints to show how even just “regular people” can have a positive impact in the Church. 
Barsanuphius is able to access these stories because the Orthodox Church has identified 
and valued the holiness of these people.  
Lay ministers further appeal to biblical saints to guide how they respond to 
struggles. Gabriel, for instance looks to St. Paul to explain whether we would want to 
change anything in his ministry experience: 
You know, I suppose everything happens for a reason and I have to be mindful of 
what St. Paul writes about that ‘all things happen for the good as long as we’re 
being faithful.’ So it’s all in that way, not to just summarily try to dispose of some 
of the negative aspects that I’ve mentioned, but again, those are learning 
experiences for me. So I don’t know if I would change anything.360  
Gabriel would not want to change anything because he trusts that God turns all things to 
the good for him. In these ways, lay ministers can find strength by knowing what Christ 
and the saints teach, model, and endure.  
Religious Practices 
 In addition to the life examples of particular saints, the entirety of the Church’s 
tradition, worship, and phronema, or mindset, constitutes an overarching factor of 
support for many lay ministers. Interviewees engage the religious practices of the Church 
believing that these shape who they are and, therefore, the quality and outcomes of their 
ministry work. This was a common belief throughout the study: the life of the Church, 
particularly the worship, intrinsically supports long and fruitful lay ministry.  
                                                 
360 Gabriel, interview. 
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Rocky explained how the worship of the Church “valorizes” her: 
Well, just in being the receptacle of our tradition. I mean, you know, I go to an 
Orthros361 and I’m coming in late—or maybe I’m getting there and it’s a miracle 
because I didn’t think I’d be there that soon—and hear that one saint, that one 
phrase, that’s going to valorize me to get through the day or whatever the issue is 
that I’m facing. I mean, where do you get that? [It’s] the whole heritage. 
Thewhole phronema. The whole tradition. I mean, how can it be done any 
better?362  
Rocky is rejuvenated by being active in the life of the Church.  
Religious practices are important to these lay ministers because they see an 
interrelationship between their spiritual health, their connection to God in his Church, and 
the quality of their lay ministry work. Mariam, for example, is motivated by her 
relationship with Christ to keep participating in the life of the Church:  
Well, I need a life that’s connected to the Church, to Christ. I need to be on my 
toes. I need to be well connected to God. I need, you know, to be on my game. I 
guess that’s a phrase people would use.363 
Her lay ministry work will benefit or suffer depending on how she stays connected to 
God. Complacency is dangerous. Her relationship to God and the life of the Church are 
crucial to long and fruitful lay ministry. 
 The particular necessity of prayer is a common theme in throughout their 
responses. Through prayer lay ministers can seek help, strengthen their relationship with 
God, and discern His will, as Mariam explained: 
                                                 
361 Orthros is a morning prayer service. 
362 Rocky, interview, part 2. 
363 Mariam, interview. 
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[D]espite what obstacles are there, this is really between me and God. It’s for God 
to tell me when He’s ready for me to not try anymore…I don’t mean to make it 
sound like I never wonder. I’ve certainly asked God before, “Are you ready for 
me to stop? I don’t have enthusiasm for this.” I’ve certainly said that kind of a 
prayer.”364 
Mariam believes that God will make clear to her if she should even stop her lay ministry 
work. When asked what happened after that prayer, she said she continued her 
ministrywork because God answered that prayer to stay.  
Another custom that respondents believe facilitates a long and fruitful ministry—
by way of growing spiritually and in relationship to God— is the practice of repentance. 
They appeared to share a general belief that along with a prayer life, repentance is 
fundamental for good lay ministry and for one’s own spiritual health. Katherine 
emphasized the importance of this while discussing what long and fruitful lay ministry 
needs: 
In general, spiritual life and a guide to lead them along the way. If you don’t have 
your own relationship with Christ, that you’re building and developing it, if you 
aren’t constantly repenting for all the things that are coming up in yourself, you’re 
not going to go anywhere. I mean, you might but it’s not where you want to go. 
So I think that’s the most foundational thing. To see that what you’re doing is— 
God called you to this, yes, for the service of others, but also because this is the 
way you will work out your own salvation and to view it in that light. So, I think 
that’s so important to not get burnt out and to stay healthy and to stay connected 
and to be able to continually, you know, serve to your best…It’s your own prayer 
life. Don’t think you can help other people if you aren’t taking care of yourself.365 
                                                 
364 Mariam, interview. 
365 Katherine, interview. 
 157 
 
Repentance, including the sacrament of confession, can help lay ministers keep “building 
and developing” their relationship with God. Katherine is confident that someone is not 
just called to lay ministry because it helps others, but because she or he needs it to “work 
out your own salvation.”366  
 Significantly, interviewees suggested that their ministry work is supported by the 
extent that their life actions are congruent with the Christian beliefs they portray in 
ministry. This can motivate lay ministers to be careful of their behavior. For example, 
Scully believes people will notice if one’s life and beliefs are at odds with each other: 
If you believe in what you’re doing, then you should also…try your best to live as 
a Christian too. And you need to admit that towards people. You can’t be the 
youth minister—Oh, I’m going to drink in public with the youth, smoke pot, and 
say, “Oh I’m living with my girlfriend/boyfriend and we have sex every night and 
we’re not married.” That’s not an image you can project because that’s not what 
you want people to learn from. And it’s not you that they’re learning from, it’s 
Christ. So you need to be like Christ to do a lay ministry thing…You can’t be 
contrary to your Christian ideals. And if you call that an image, then so be it, as 
long as you live that image at home, too.367  
In this view, lay ministry requires people who practice what they preach. In other words, 
since the goal of lay ministry is to draw people closer to Christ, lay ministers need to live 
in a way that is Christ like.  
Other respondents also share Scully’s Orthodox lifestyle perspective. For 
instance, Mirleni related this:  
                                                 
366 This is another example of a belief about lay ministry that can encourage people to remain in 
lay ministry and give meaning to difficult experiences.   
367 Scully, interview. 
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I believe that lay ministry is a way of life and you can’t be a lay minister—a good 
lay minister…unless lay ministry is also your life. And I led up to that by saying 
it’s like what St. Paul says about “pray continuously.” Our lives are our ministries 
and there isn’t anybody who isn’t a minister in that sense…So that’s sort of step 
one because you’ve got to be grounded. You’ve got to be grounded in that belief 
to have a successful lay ministry. It’s got to be based on that level of love…368 
Mirleni believes that good ministry is a “way of life” that requires continuous prayer and 
love. Moreover, her observations along with the other accounts over demonstrate how 
spiritual life and religious practices of this “way of life” are integral supports to lay 
ministry.   
Education and Training 
 In addition to the personal support of their theological understandings, these lay 
ministers acknowledge that their education and training plays an obvious part in the 
quality of their ministry work and access to lay ministry. A theological education can 
help provide status and ministry opportunities, perhaps especially when people in the 
Church do not know how to respond to the idea of lay ministry.369 As similarly indicated 
in the above discussion of Orthodox theology, these interviews revealed that a strong 
theological and training foundation can help protect respondents from leaving lay 
ministry. Additional training and secular credentialing can also increase access to 
ministry positions that the lay ministers interviewed in this study might not otherwise be 
recruited to or recognized for within the institutional Church. 
                                                 
368 Mirleni, interview. 
369 Gabriel mentions his seminary degree if he senses someone does not know how to respond to 
him as a lay person in ministry. Gabriel, interview. 
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In fact, Original explicitly connected his education with his endurance in ministry. 
If it were not for this theological grounding, as well as other supports, Original believes 
that he would have left the Church: 
[I]f I didn’t have my theological foundation that I had and a little bit of 
understanding about how the devil works, and how temptation works, and how 
things in the Church sometimes work, and how we’ve seen that over history, if I 
was just some person who happened to work for the Church, your average Joe or 
whatever, I don’t think there would have been anything that would keep me in the 
Church. Thank God, I have a strong family, strong faith, community and lots of 
people’s prayers, but I’m just thinking about other people who would be in my 
shoes that would have been really hard.370  
Although specifically emphasizing his theological grounding, relationships, and 
spirituality, Original’s observations here provide a concrete example of all the various 
resilience factors that support long and fruitful lay ministry.  
 Other respondents noted the importance of training to cultivating one’s gifts and 
acquiring needed qualifications for quality ministry. Susan, emphasized the aspiring lay 
minister’s responsibility to develop the skills needed to be of use to God: 
[I]f you want to be of value to your employer or to your master, then you want to 
get flexible, “Lord, I want to please you. Send me wherever you need me.” And 
then you hope that you’ve established the skills enough. And you can’t be lazy 
about it either. You have to establish the skills necessary to do a good job…you 
have to make sure you have something to offer. I think one mistake people make 
is they assume that they can work for the Church, that God will take whatever 
they have. And there are sometimes where, you know, I had to make sure I had 
something to offer. So, I had to go get educated. Or, I had to let God break me 
down so I could learn humility. Or I have to live on my own so I can know what it 
means to be poor. I have to allow myself to be poor so that I can know what it 
                                                 
370 Original, interview. 
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means to want. I have to allow myself to be criticized so I stop judging people. So 
yeah, you have to hold up your end of the bargain too.371  
She believes it is not enough to want to serve; Christians need also to develop themselves 
and their skills so they can offer something of quality. Working for the Church requires 
that one have the skills needed for that ministry. This belief and sense of responsibility 
can spur lay ministers to continually improve their abilities to the benefit of those they 
serve.   
 Many respondents stressed that lay ministers need to have training, education, 
peer support, and supervision. Several specifically associate a good lay ministry with 
such ongoing development. For example, Susan set out actual parameters for training 
opportunities that should be in lay ministry: 
I would say lay ministry offers proper training, continued education, ability for 
peer discussion, analysis to help someone know if it’s growing, where they need 
to focus, and it’s necessary that the minister be able to support a living from 
it…Like, if someone were in youth ministry for example. If the parish invested in 
hiring someone for youth ministry, then they need to be prepared to send the 
person to the youth worker conferences, and prepare to send the person to a class 
or two, and continue investing in that person as a professional.372 
She believes that Churches have a responsibility to facilitate this for their leadership 
ministry. Importantly, these requirements are strikingly similar to what licensed pastoral 
ministry provides: i.e. supervision, continuing education requirements, conferences, and 
the like.  
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Training is also crucial because of how it can help people understand and answer 
their vocations to ministry. Natalie had a lot of doubts as to what God wanted in her life. 
The training she received became an important part of discerning God’s will and love in 
her life: 
I’ve had some amazing training and I’ve had these people who believed in me 
before I believed in myself. That was really helpful. Like I had some amazing 
supervisors who were like, “No, you’re supposed to be here.” And I’m like, “No 
I’m not. I’m a hot mess. God does not want me.” And they’re like, “No, yeah, He 
does.” Like, even Moses was like, “No, not me.” So things like that I think have 
been the best, you know…373  
Natalie was able to discern her place in ministry because of her training by people who 
could affirm her gifts and vocation. The supports of training and relationships go hand in 
hand in this example.  
 Education and training might give prestige that offsets the lack of identity and 
authority these respondents experience in lay ministry. For Gabriel, how he introduces 
himself to clergy and others in the course of his ministry work reflects his views on the 
centrality of education and training: “I say to myself, ‘I know it’s awkward for you and 
it’s not really your personality but just make sure they know you have your degree from 
the [seminary]…’”374 Gabriel feels a need to validate his role in ministry by referencing 
the same education and school attended by the clergy. 
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Obtaining training and education in addition to an Orthodox theological degree 
seems to have an unexpected importance for lay ministry. One common observation of 
respondents who possessed such additional education and training was that their access to 
ministry and recognition by people in the Church seemed to increase based on the 
prestige of their training outside of the Orthodox Church. Macrina provides a powerful 
example of this phenomenon:  
What did more than anything to change how people viewed me…was actually 
getting a PhD believe it or not. I can’t tell you how ridiculously important that 
was. It’s not because—of course it’s important in the academic world but among 
ordinary people, oh now you have a credential. Now you have a real credential. A 
couple years at the seminary, which is to be honest that’s where I learned 
Orthodox stuff, to be able to do Orthodox stuff, but the PhD was what kind of like 
shifted my position in people’s minds.375  
While her seminary degree prepared her to teach Orthodox theology, Macrina’s PhD was 
more recognized by Orthodox Christians. The doctoral credential gave her more access 
and authority for ministry within the Orthodox Church than did the theological degree 
from her own Church.  
Such an understanding of value leaves the impression that the Church’s 
theological training does not carry enough perceived prestige or authority for the general 
clergy and parishioner.376 So, some people in lay ministry might consciously pursue these 
additional credentials outside of the Church as ways to increase their access to ministry 
                                                 
375 Macrina, interview. 
376 This study argues that the low prestige of the M.Div. for laity versus clergy is a type of “public 
relations” problem. This is probably a result of theological education, i.e. seminary, being almost 
exclusively tied to clergy.  
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within the Church. Mirleni laments how difficult it is for a lay minister’s authority in a 
subject, built on experience and educational expertise, to be recognized in the Orthodox 
Church in the United States:  
[I] believe if we had some measure of valid credentialing for lay ministry it would 
grant it some status, it would grant it legitimacy, and it would say when 
somebody’s opinion, someone who isn’t in the clergy, perhaps should be reflected 
upon.377 
Having recognized credentials might help people with this issue of “legitimacy.”  
Susan identifies a place for credentials when the lay ministry enters a 
“professional” space that requires knowledge and aptitude: 
Like, if you want to do hospital ministry, you have to have the credentials for it. 
You can’t just walk to someone and say, “I want to do this.” I’ve seen people do 
this and then you have to say, “Well get the credentials” …Obviously, when they 
try to get the credentials they realize, on one hand they’re not qualified: They’re 
not intelligent enough, they’re not mature enough, they’re not stable enough, and 
that just because you want to serve it doesn’t necessarily mean that someone has 
to find something for us to do. That’s one small aspect of it.378  
Associating requirements with particular ministry work, such as specific training 
credentials, will help clarify which people have the necessary aptitude or skills.  
 There are areas of lay ministry outside of the institutional Church that often 
require additional education, secular licensing or certification. One such broad area is 
pastoral care which can include counseling, chaplaincy, case management and the like. In 
Rocky’s experience, non-Orthodox Churches and other groups have been more 
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welcoming of her teaching and pastoral care ministry than has her own Orthodox 
tradition: 
[W]hy does it seem that I’m more accepted in the broader culture like teaching at 
[institutions] or…lecturing somebody who approaches me for a lecture, versus the 
Orthodox Church? I think there is a real conventionality in the Orthodox Church 
and so-called experts, lay theologians, priests that have not just the liturgical 
ministry but also a really well-honed pastoral ministry and teaching ministry… 
there is a threat maybe, “Wait, what is she saying? Is that alright?”379  
Rocky believes that people in the Church can feel threatened by her developed expertise. 
In these situations, she encourages priests to allow lay theologians opportunities to 
demonstrate their expertise: “Test or just be careful. Understand it. Give it a chance. Not 
just cut it off but give it a chance.”380 This, in turn, gives priests the opportunity to 
discern if the lay ministers are teaching correctly. 
 When lay ministry is through pastoral care training outside of the Church, it can 
have built-in support because of certificate and licensing requirements of training, 
supervision, and education.381 As an example, Natalie discussed the three factors her 
training taught her on how to have a “light touch” with people: 
One is my training. I always was reminded that God was there way before you got 
there and God will be there way after you leave. It’s not up to you. And then I 
always, even my own personal boundaries, I think I kind of learned to respect 
                                                 
379 Rocky, interview, part 1. 
380 Rocky, interview, part 1. 
381 For example, a licensed master level social worker is required to have ongoing supervision and 
continuing education credits. That would give a lay minister valuable opportunities to process difficult 
situations and increase their skill.  
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people’s abilities. Their willingness to go there…it’s timing, you know. You have 
to, a little bit at a time, help people.382 
Through her training, Natalie learned three perspectives that allow her to better serve 
people: (1) God is already working with this person; (2) respect people’s boundaries; (3) 
allow for the slow “timing” help. This is training that, arguably, could benefit lay 
minister. 
 Having a training framework is important to ministry because it can also help 
expose areas of service where one is less qualified—or not at all qualified—to minister. 
Natalie explained this necessity to admit one’s limitations in ministry: 
I think sometimes people in ministry feel like, “Well I can, we can do this.” It’s 
like maybe they need expert help or maybe they need to go to the doctor or they 
need to be hospitalized…I think sometimes like people in ministries take on, you 
know, think they can help people with problems. Like if they have addiction or if 
they have—It’s like, well, you can walk with them and give them, help them at 
times seek the help they need, but we can’t be the replacement for the help. I 
don’t have that training… Like, you’re a priest. You’re great but God like gave 
that guy, you know, he’s the best cardiologist in the world. God gave him those 
things so you need to [consult with] him. But when it gets to like mental health 
issues I think some people think that we can take them on as well and you’re like, 
no. It’s not going to work that way.383 
Natalie both demonstrates the complicated issues people face in ministry as well as the 
danger of serving beyond one’s training. Thinking about qualifications can help everyone 
in the Church, including clergy, consider when a situation needs outside help. Qualified 
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lay ministers have an opportunity to fill this supplemental role when clergy reach the 
limits of their training.  
 While the need for credentials, training, and education is a reality for serving as 
an Orthodox lay minister, Rocky asserted that vocation transcends these concerns. She 
described a point when everyone needs to just offer their part: 
We can’t expect the priest, the hierarch, to do it all. We can’t. I talk to someone 
who needs a good word. I can’t tell that person, “Go talk to the priest and make an 
appointment with the bishop.” I’ve got to give them something to eat. And we live 
in a culture where we’re concerned about our career and about our credentials and 
all of that—and that’s not a bad thing, honey, don’t misunderstand me—but that 
isn’t really what a vocation is all about.384 
The Body of Christ, the whole Church, ought to adopt a greater sense of agency 
concerning the concepts of ministry and service on the whole. A lack of ordination, 
credentials or ministry career should not be used as an excuse for each Christian to play 
her or his part in serving the other.  
Less Common but Relevant Themes 
 The foregoing sections examine the five major themes revealed through the 
interview process. Other emergent themes were not as commonly apparent and therefore 
will not be dealt with in as great detail as the major ones. This section names only two 
such themes: self-care and the title of “lay minister.” These less common ideas are 
important and warrant additional consideration in other research.  
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Self-care is a theme that receives considerable support from the various licensed 
professions under pastoral care. It is also a generally recognized necessity for good 
ministry and personal resilience.385 Even so, it was rare for participants to use the phrase 
or discuss the fundamental components of self-care such as nutrition, sleep, exercise, and 
generally setting limits.386 In a notable exception, Natalie made this argument for self-
care: 
You need to fill your cup up with other things. So, I think you need a work-life 
balance or whatever even though that’s not like a real thing. But I think like we’re 
all trying to figure that out. I think we need to be—You can’t care for others if 
you can’t care for yourself…if I’m always giving, then something is going to 
suffer if I don’t take care of myself.387 
It is possible that participants practice self-care even if they did not discuss it as a support 
of lay ministry. Further research could consider correlations between licensed versus non-
licensed lay ministry work and presence of self-care.388  
A second emergent theme, connected to credentialing, relates to the title “lay 
minister.” All interviewees were asked whether they thought it would be helpful if the 
Church had an official title of “lay minister” to identify themselves or others in similar 
                                                 
385 Stavros et al., “Trauma, Relational Spirituality, and Resilience: A Study of Greek Orthodox 
Priests and Presvyteras.” Stavros et al. consider self-care in their study of clergy and their spouses. See 
also, Lehr, Clergy Burnout. 
386 Stavros et al., “Trauma, Relational Spirituality, and Resilience: A Study of Greek Orthodox 
Priests and Presvyteras.” Participants did exhibit other behaviors that might be considered self-care such as 
prayer and seeking out relationships. Stavros et al. argued that not all prayer contributes to resilience.  
387 Natalie, interview. 
388 It seems likely to the author that more attention to self-care would be present in people whose 
lay ministry work has credentials that require ongoing education and supervision. 
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ministry. While many respondents wanted a way to better recognize the authority of lay 
ministry, some had reservations about the Church adopting the title “lay minister.” 
Rocky, for example, warned against a culture of “professionalism” pushing out the 
general Orthodox lay person in ministry: “I mean, of course what your mom does is 
ministry. If she does it with a pure heart, my God. That’s going to help me more than a 
doctor when I have a cold.”389 In this way, Rocky would not want credentials to become 
more important than the transformative power of holiness in a non-professional lay 
person. 
Susan believes that using the word “ministry” in the lay minister’s job description 
is enough to show the person’s role in the Church. She gave examples of such titles: 
Well, not necessarily with the words “lay minister” but I think it could be 
something like where in the title it would be like: “coordinator of ministries,” 
“coordinator of programming ministries,” “coordinator of feeding ministries,” 
“director of blogging ministries.” Yeah, I think definitely the word ministries 
should be used much more often…I think that we need to use the word ministries 
more often but I think that would be enough to express that the person is working 
for the Church in some type of ministry without having to separate anymore that 
they are a lay person versus ordained.390 
With this perspective, a layperson would receive sufficient Church validation and 
authority by having ministry in their title.  
Original wondered if an official way of identifying lay ministers as such is a 
“necessary evil” in the United States: 
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I think especially in churches like big churches, urban church…we don’t really 
know each other that well and so it’s not like a small community where 
everybody knows everybody. I suppose it could be helpful in the sense that people 
would know where to go, who to go to...I think in that sense good. So knowing 
who is the leader, who is in charge of such and such ministry is a good thing. It 
helps, I think. It’s kind of a necessary evil because I don’t like the idea of 
everybody having to say “you’re the minister of so and so. You’re the minister of 
that.” It’s a little like fragmenting. I like the more holistic kind of natural 
approach. You see that still in…more traditional societies where everybody has 
their role but they don’t have a name for it. They’re all part of the whole…I don’t 
know if that model works here. I don’t think it works in big cities and stuff like 
that. People are just so scattered and everything. 391  
Original wonders if the realities of serving in the United States might make the title of 
“lay minister” necessary. This is because the comparative smallness of the Orthodox 
community in this religiously diverse country means that someone trained, gifted and 
acknowledged for lay ministry might be a complete unknown outside of his community. 
This would address the issue of lay ministers being able to travel with the authority of the 
Church to serve in other areas.  
SUMMARY 
 The above accounts demonstrate the various resilience resources participants 
draw on to achieve a long and fruitful lay ministry and mitigate the impact of 
considerable stressors. These five major themes are (1) Seeing the “fruit” of their work, 
(2) supportive relationships; (3) Orthodox theology; (4) spiritual life and religious 
practice; and (5) education and training. Along with these are the two less common but 
relevant themes of self-care and the title of “lay minister.” Focus on an Orthodox 
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understanding of resilience has precluded a more micro-level research study that would 
have focused more on personal characteristics and mental health.392 Except for self-care, 
factors such as Orthodox Church tradition, spiritual practices, and teaching point to more 
macro-level resilience supports.  
The accounts of these women and men show how these factors can strengthen the 
lay ministers’ perseverance and success despite all the difficult issues discussed here such 
as clericalism, ambivalence towards lay ministry, poor access to ministry work, and 
financial burdens. Particularly striking is how interviewees access Orthodox tradition, 
theology, and spiritual practices to guide their personal and collective responses to this 
stark lay ministry environment. Defying expectations, these lay ministers continue to 
seek and create resilience resources while pursuing personal spiritual health and heeding 
a self-sacrificial impulse to answer Christ’s call.  
From these five resilience supports, markers of an Orthodox Christian Resilience 
begin emerging with outcomes and resources particular to its theology, spirituality and 
relationship with the Triune God. These markers, in turn, argue for understanding the 
situation in terms of a social-spiritual ecology of resilience. The next chapter will go into 
the implications of these findings in greater detail.  
                                                 
392 Stavros et al. used a variety of mental health questionnaires in their study of Orthodox priests 
and their wives. Stavros et al., “Trauma, Relational Spirituality, and Resilience.” 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
RESEARCH IMPLICATIONS 
 
 
The final chapter will discuss how this qualitative study on resilience and lay 
ministry in the Orthodox Church has implications for the study of resilience broadly and 
lay ministry in the Orthodox Church specifically. Since this research project is part of a 
practical DMin studies program, the chapter will conclude with some personal reflections 
as well. Opportunities for further research will be noted throughout. 
SOCIAL-SPIRITUAL ECOLOGY OF RESILIENCE 
 As indicated in the previous chapter’s summary, this study has considered 
elements of lay ministry resilience that lead to the desired outcome of a “long and fruitful 
ministry.” The identified factors are (1) Seeing the “fruit” of their work, (2) supportive 
relationships; (3) Orthodox theology; (4) spiritual life and religious practice; and (5) 
education and training. Through exploring these resilience resources, the study has 
endeavored to improve understanding of the “processes in this complex environment that 
interact to foster”393 good lay ministry outcomes in the United States. While the identified 
supports can operate in the range of micro and macro levels of people’s lives, the main 
themes of this study point to the importance of the Orthodox culture (i.e. group values 
and norms), institutions (i.e. parishes, national jurisdictions, education, training), 
                                                 
393 Ungar, “The Social Ecology of Resilience,” 4. Ungar emphasizes using culturally relevant 
definitions of resilience so a behavior is understood as “prosocial” because that is how it is understood in 
the group. 
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relationships (i.e. peers, priests, spouses) and spiritual environments (i.e. religious beliefs, 
practices, traditions,) of these respondents. Research results, therefore, imply that a 
possibly unique Orthodox Christian kind of resilience exists. With this speculation comes 
an argument for a social-spiritual ecology of resilience model that encourages researchers 
to consider the environmental variables of religion and spirituality in people’s resilience. 
Pointing to an Orthodox Christian Resilience 
In-depth interviews conducted for this project revealed certain features of 
Orthodox Christianity that relate to resilience within a  stark lay ministry context in the 
United States.394 For instance, recognizing the impact of their ministry work, particularly 
seeing people growing closer to Christ, makes the negative experiences more bearable for 
study participants. While these lay ministers experience the repercussions of Church 
ambivalence and mistrust, seeing the fruit of their efforts confirms God’s will and call in 
their lives. At the same time, personal experience as well as the tradition of the Church 
teach lay ministers to not expect to see these results often or completely.395  
Relationships are also key at every stage of lay ministry, from hearing and 
answering that initial impulse to serve, to seeking Orthodox education, to continual 
dedication to lay ministry. While the importance of relationships in fostering resilience is 
                                                 
394 Ungar argues that resilience factors can account for significant relationship to positive 
outcomes when there are greater social ecological stressors. Ungar, “The Social Ecology of Resilience," 1-
17. 
395 I wonder if lay ministers are also socialized into this expectation through peer and mentor 
relationships. 
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unsurprising, Orthodox tradition and practice facilitate distinct relationships including 
those with spiritual fathers/mothers and clergy.396 Such relationships are shaped by the 
spiritual tradition of the Church, values of repentance and obedience, and beliefs around 
theosis as the ultimate goal of Christian life. 
Orthodox tradition—especially theology, spirituality, and religious practice— 
also shows itself to be a resilience resource for these lay ministers. Particular beliefs that 
respondents return to are the “priesthood of all believers,” the necessary role of the laity 
in Orthodox ecclesiology, and the meaning of lay ministry. In addition to theology and 
ecclesiology that they find edifying, respondents turn to prayer and spiritual practices to 
grow personally as well as navigate hardship. Interviewees also use teachings on Christ 
and the saints to engage them as role models of faithfulness and perseverance in hardship.  
Additionally, lay ministers employ education and training to gain more resources 
for lay ministry. This affords them opportunities for increasing ministry access, finding 
supportive peer relationships, gaining theological concepts that support their pursuits, 
attending conferences with lay ministry colleagues, finding mentorship, and advocating 
for financial compensation. In fact, it appears that one main reason many informants 
agreed to contribute to this research project was their hope it would increase resources of 
resilience within the Orthodox Church.397 Evidence of these Orthodox Christian 
                                                 
396 Even where similar relationships exist in other traditions, each would be shaped by the specific 
tradition.  
397 Stavros et al., “Trauma, Relational Spirituality, and Resilience: A Study of Greek Orthodox 
Priests and Presvyteras,” 10. Ungar’s definition of resilience includes individuals and groups advocating for 
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resilience elements, including accessing and negotiating for resilience supports, infuses 
the accounts in this study.  
For the purposes of this study, a resilient outcome is understood as an effective 
ministry with a long life. Interviewees’ responses demonstrate how these factors might 
relate to lay ministers in the United States in ways that impact such an outcome. For 
instance, Orthodox Christian resilience features appear to affect meaning making for 
participants’ lives generally and for their experience in lay ministry particularly.398 This 
is evident in how participants relate these supports to a sense of calling from God, 
Christian purpose in struggle, and identification with Christ and the saints. Moreover, lay 
ministers appear to define and redefine what might be considered a successful, i.e. 
“fruitful,” ministry. That is, while markers of prestige, salary, and power are often 
lacking, these lay ministers can cite the value of their spiritual struggle; the value their 
good example will have on lay ministry in the future; and how their service helps people 
grow closer to Christ and discover their own agency as members of the Body of Christ. 
Such success, arguably different from a dominant cultural understanding of success, 
seems to help them continue in ministry when possible (i.e. if they manage the burden 
financially or seek out work outside of the Church).  
                                                 
“resources to be provided and experienced in culturally meaningful ways.” Ungar, “The Social Ecology of 
Resilience,” 10. See also Chapter 2, “Literature Review.” 
398 All people make meaning out of features in their culture and belief system. However, this study 
highlights certain characteristics of Orthodox Christianity—a minority religion less known in the United 
States—that shape the experience, meaning, and purpose of lay ministry.  
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Ungar asserts, resilience research should “develop contextually and temporally 
specific models to explain resilience related outcomes” that are cautious “when asserting 
the generalizability of findings unless social and physical ecologies are held constant.”399  
Exploring particular resilience factors of lay ministers in the Orthodox Church in the 
United States highlights the need for an understanding of resilience that accounts for 
God, or the transcendent, and the influence and presence of religious factors, within their 
“spiritual” ecology. Together, these can be further explored as central elements of 
Orthodox Christian lay ministry resilience in the United States.  
Pointing to a Social-Spiritual Ecology of Resilience 
More research on resilience needs to consider how theological and spiritual 
factors affect people and their environments. Despite a historical bias, more effort is 
being made in the various mental health fields to conduct research that accounts for the 
role of religion and spirituality without the prejudice present in the 20th century.400 
Inspired by interview findings, the present study proposes to build on Ungar’s 
categorization of resilience by putting forward the idea of a social-spiritual ecology of 
resilience.  The term “spiritual” captures environmental and personal factors that fall 
along the micro and macro spectrum of spiritual or religious influences in people’s 
                                                 
399 Ungar, “The Social Ecology of Resilience,” 7.  
400 For examples of this see, Simon Dein, “Religion, Spirituality, and Mental Health,” Psychiatric 
Times 27, no. 1 (January 10, 2010), accessed March 20, 2018, 
http://www.psychiatrictimes.com/schizophrenia/religion-spirituality-and-mental-health; Vanshdeep Sharma 
et al., “Religion, Spirituality, and Mental Health of U.S. Military Veterans: Results from the National 
Health and Resilience in Veterans Study.,” Journal of Affective Disorders 217 (August 1, 2017): 197–204;  
and Moreira-Almeida, Lotufo Neto, and Koenig, “Religiousness and Mental Health.”  
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lives.401 Thus, a “social-spiritual ecology of resilience,” endeavors to intentionally 
explore the interaction of religion and spirituality with cross disciplinary issues such as 
resilience or health.402 It is also an attempt to identify and allow for the Holy Spirit’s 
presence flowing through all aspects of resilience. Adding such a dynamic to the social 
ecology of resilience can lead to research that increasingly accounts for the complex 
processes by which spiritual practices and theological beliefs shape personal supports, 
stressors, and resilient outcomes along the social-spiritual ecology of individuals and 
groups.  
Employing such an approach—similar to adding a spiritual category in 
biopsychosocial mental health assessments403—would, like Ungar’s model, build on 
Bronfenbrenner’s systems model of development. In turn, it would benefit how 
researchers account for complex processes of resilience. Bronfenbrenner’s systems model 
of development, noted in the literature review, accounts for the Church as part of a 
                                                 
401 Bronfenbrenner, The Ecology of Human Development: Experiments by Nature and Design. 
402 For examples in the Chapter 2 “Literature Review” see, Browne et al., “Adversity and 
Resiliency in the Lives of Native Hawaiian Elders,” 253-61; Manning, “Enduring as Lived Experience,” 
352-362; and Stavros et al., “Trauma, Relational Spirituality, and Resilience: A Study of Greek Orthodox 
Priests and Presvyteras.”  
403 For an example, see Jonathan B. Singer, “Bio-Psychosocial-Spiritual (BPSS) Assessment and 
Mental Status Exam (MSE),” The Social Work Podcast, January 22, 2007, 
http://socialworkpodcast.blogspot.com/2007/02/bio-psychosocial-spiritual-bpss.html. 
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          Figure 6. Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory Model404 
 
person’s microsystem. As illustrated in Figure 6, this perspective places “Church” in the 
immediate circle outside of the individual.405 The Orthodox resilience factors identified in 
this study, however, show how religion can operate in both a person’s exosystem and 
macrosystem. For instance, the ideas of spirituality, theology, and saints exist in the 
macrosystem of Orthodox lay ministers. The seminary programs, and institutional 
support for lay ministry are parts of their mesosytem. Therefore, employing a social-
                                                 
404 Bronfenbrenner, The Ecology of Human Development: Experiments by Nature and Design. 
405 Bronfenbrenner, The Ecology of Human Development: Experiments by Nature and Design. 
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spiritual approach might help researchers illustrate how these resilience factors interact 
within the social-spiritual ecology of resilience. 
Future Research Possibilities 
Adopting a social-spiritual ecology of resilience perspective would have 
implications for how resilience is studied in any context, not merely in explicitly religious 
groups. In fact, the spiritual ecology of resilience need not equate to a specific religion or 
infer that those study populations consider themselves religious. While the word God has 
been used here because of this study’s Christian context, spiritual could be applied to 
include, for instance, researchers exploring the transcendent and/or immanent, even the 
religious landscapes in which those identifying as non-religious operate. Such landscapes 
can and do affect resilience resources and ideas in the environment.406  
More work is needed to test the efficacy of this nascent framework, how to 
operationalize it in study, and what social-spiritual ecology might do for the study of 
resilience in diverse contexts. Nevertheless, the present study should provide substantive 
starting points for additional investigations. 
LAY MINISTRY IN THE ORTHODOX CHURCH  
 To reiterate briefly: the research presented here is based on the experiences and 
views of thirteen theologically educated, Orthodox Christian lay people dedicated to lay 
ministry in the United States. Their insights contribute to a growing understanding of the 
                                                 
406 For example, theology can have an impact on anything from the availability of education for 
women, the punitive nature of criminal justice, a groups standards of appropriate development, 
and models of a life well lived.  
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nature of lay ministry and have implications for the Orthodox Church in the United 
States. These interviewees offered numerous suggestions for how the Church might better 
support long and fruitful, i.e. resilient, lay ministry. The range of ministries engaged in by 
these lay ministers, and by extension the breadth of people such ministers affect, 
demonstrate how vital a healthy lay ministry is to the life of the Church. This argument 
extends to how important it is for the Church develop her understanding and support of 
this vocation.  
Exploring the Signs of an Emerging Charism 
 This study has been intended to contribute to an Orthodox understanding of lay 
ministry. So it must be noted that, when asked to define lay ministry, every participant’s 
answers revealed tension between a universal calling of the royal priesthood and 
something else. Many informants seemed to sense that the lay ministry vocation being 
explored in this project is qualitatively different than the universal vocation of a 
Christian. However, participants were also wary of creating another category in the 
Church that might mimic clericalism’s discounting of the universal dignity and call of the 
laity. To use Behr-Sigel’s language, respondents did not want just another level of the 
“pyramid of powers.”407 A particular challenge, then, is finding words describing the 
distinctiveness of a lay ministry vocation while affirming the laity’s universal call. As I 
acknowledge the challenge of characterizing lay ministry, the surprising harmony of 
                                                 
407 Behr-Sigel, “The Meaning of Ministry.” 
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interviewee responses hints at underpinnings of a “charism”—a particular gift of the Holy 
Spirit—that can be expressed as “lay vocational ecclesiastical ministry.”408   
Such a designation, being proposed here for the first time, could help the Church 
discern a possible charism and its meaning for the vitality of the Body of Christ. To be 
more specific: the terms lay and vocational denote a lifelong call and commitment, not 
merely a job, from within the universal ministry role of the entire Body. Such a call is 
accepted by the lay person and affirmed in the Orthodox Christian resilience factors 
discussed here.409 Ecclesiastical connotes something vital about being shaped by, and 
steeped in, the phronema (mindset) of the Church. As with priests, lay formation into the 
mindset and spirit of the Church takes place especially in seminary. Similar formation is 
possible, to some extent, via Orthodox distance learning certificate programs.410 
Therefore, Orthodox theological education would arguably need to be part of any lay 
vocational ecclesiastical ministry.411 The ramifications of these findings, and topics of 
further research, are discussed below.  
                                                 
408 FitzGerald, Kyriaki Karidoyanes, "Reflection on Research Implications Chapter," email to 
author, November 7, 2017. “Lay ecclesial ministry” is a category of pastoral ministry for laity in the 
Catholic Church. See “Lay Ecclesial Ministry,” United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, accessed 
March 23, 2018, http://www.usccb.org/about/laity-marriage-family-life-and-youth/lay-ecclesial-ministry/. 
409 For example, the results of their ministry work affirm their call as do supportive relationships 
that recognize their gifts. 
410 By nature of the programs, the formation experience of seminary versus a distance learning 
programs would arguably be different.   
411 A Master of Divinity from an Orthodox theological seminary is a requirement for ordination as 
a priest partly because of the need to develop the phronema, i.e. mindset, of the Church. There are also 
distance learning programs that meet a reduced requirement for ordination as a deacon.  
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Implications for the Church 
Chapter two’s literature review made clear that this study represents the only 
known research of its kind on lay ministry in the global Orthodox Church. Therefore, an 
emerging sense of the stressors on and supports employed by lay people trying to serve 
the Orthodox Church in the United States is an outcome of particular note. Participants in 
this project consistently identified needs for access to ministry; livable wages; 
authorization and guidance from the Church; people who believe in them; and 
opportunities to see the fruits of their work. While they wanted more support for lay 
ministry, and expressed a sense of calling in their own identities and actions, participants 
nonetheless emphasized the dignity and vocation of the whole laos. 
Stressors identified here suggest complex historical and cultural realities only 
alluded to by participants. For example, study informants talked of a state of lay 
passivity, Church clericalism, and lack of respect for the laity which they variously 
attributed to historical and cultural phenomena. These included: Ottoman Occupation, the 
Soviet Union, misogyny, Orthodoxy in the U.S. arising from immigrant Churches, 
parochialism, and more.412 A future study could explore these historical and cultural 
themes in greater depth and in relation to concepts of lay ministry, undoubtedly yielding 
further important insights.  
                                                 
412 For instance, some interviewees hypothesized how the harsh Christian persecutions and 
restrictions during Ottoman occupation and the Soviet Union shaped how the Orthodox Church operates in 
the United States. These are complex issues beyond the scope of this study.  
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Significant unexplored cultural and historical factors concern how the United 
States’ context, especially dominant American religious and cultural aspects, affect and 
are affected by Orthodoxy in this country. How is lay ministry uniquely developing in 
such a setting? How does surrounding American culture inevitably play a part in lay 
ministers’ social-spiritual ecology, influence the experience and needs of study 
participants?  
Speculative observations suggest the influence of dominant cultural values may 
both stress and support those pursing lay ministry as a vocation. In the Orthodox Church, 
for example, individualism generally is not highly valued. Yet, self-determinism and an 
entrepreneurial spirit might have important implications for how Orthodox Americans 
engage their lay ministry vocation. How, then, can the Church safeguard against lay 
ministers acting as lone wolves rather than healthy members interdependent within a 
relationship of a hierarchical Church? Additionally, what is the impact of and by women 
trying to serve a Church that does not officially recognize female ministry leadership yet 
that exists in a dominant culture relatively inclusive and supportive of paid female 
leadership positions with similar skills?413 What might the Orthodox Church in the 
United States do to make sure women and men have access to dignified and paid ministry 
so as to not lose them but to best allow their gifts to build up the Body of Christ?  
                                                 
413 It should be noted that Orthodox women in the United States serve on parish councils. I do not 
think there was ever a rule blocking them, but this represents a rather recent change of a generation or two.   
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This research effort has also identified various supports of lay ministry in the 
Orthodox Church. Some such supports recognize the relevance of Orthodox theology and 
tradition for encouraging and supporting lay ministry. For instance, participants in this 
study clearly work towards re-claiming the universal dignity and vocation of the laos—
the entire Body of Christ—non-ordained and ordained. Teaching and inspiring the laity is 
part of the way these lay ministers define their own calling. They work to create support 
of the laity and encourage the laity through the meaning and responsibility of their own 
baptism and chrismation into the Body of Christ.  
Despite such efforts, much about the general concept of vocation still remains 
unclear. What, for instance, does it mean to be called for service in the Orthodox context? 
What does it look like for God to call you? How does the Orthodox Church participate in 
discerning and facilitating peoples’ calling? What might happen to persons and/or the 
Church if lay vocational discernment were intentional, and commissioning purposeful, 
rather than the current seemingly haphazard pursuit of lay ministry? 
  Another presently unclear area for study concerns how the institutional Church 
might use research on lay ministry to inform an intentional vision of and strategy for lay 
ministry. Such a vision and strategy might include programs of general lay ministry 
training at all levels (i.e. local parish to national) while creating qualifications and 
standards for lay ministry roles, paid and unpaid. An intentional lay vocational 
ecclesiastical ministry strategy could include official guidelines on the skills, 
qualifications, and ministry access of lay people possessing Orthodox theological 
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degrees. To this point, the Church might consider how recognizing and validating a lay 
person in ministry not only supports her or him personally, but is key to increasing the 
ministry’s impact and quality. Beyond establishing official guidelines, offering official 
blessings to serve based on Orthodox degrees could go a long way towards supporting 
long and fruitful lay ministry. Increasing the acknowledgment, social capital, and 
compensation of theological graduates would undoubtedly increase longevity of service.  
Future Research Possibilities 
More work should be done to test the global applicability of these matters. For 
instance, there is need for a large, randomized sampling, quantitative study of 
theologically-educated people dedicated to lay ministry. This kind of research would 
require funding and a partnership with a recognized entity in the Orthodox world. With 
the necessary institutional approvals, recruitment could be conducted through the alumni 
mailing lists of the major Orthodox theological schools in the United States. A valuable 
list of potential research participants could be created easily by compiling seminary 
graduate records while excluding men based on ordination records.414  
The main goal of such a study would be to (1) test the statistical significance of 
the five resilience factors identified here and (2) explore the efficacy of the social-
spiritual ecology of resilience conceptual model. Using a generalizable sample, this 
                                                 
414 Based on my knowledge of St. Vladimir’s and Holy Cross seminaries, I would venture that any 
given year may see around two to five women graduates. Men who graduate planning to remain in lay 
ministry likely number less than that each year. However, all of that together taken over two to three 
decades could yield a research pool of 60-150 women plus however many men. 
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research could re-examine the main struggles and resilience factors that correlate with the 
resilient outcomes, particularly considering any insights missed here. This would 
investigate to what degree the characteristics of resilience identified through this research 
project are valid and reliable within this subgroup and throughout the Orthodox Church.  
This research would also test how participants rate the importance of factors 
identified in this work. For instance, respondents could be asked Likert scale questions 
such as those shown in Figure 7. Scoring of these questions could be compared to scoring  
1. Relationships are important to me continuing in lay ministry. 
Strongly  
Agree 
 
Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 
 
2. Relationships are important to me having a fruitful lay ministry. 
Strongly  
Agree 
 
Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 
Figure 7. Future Research Question Examples 
of already vetted resilience research instruments.415 Statistical analysis could then 
calculate the correlation of these factors to resilient outcomes, here specified as length of 
ministry and positive results.416 This can be done along different variables including 
years in ministry and Orthodox jurisdiction. This would in turn explore the benefit of the 
                                                 
415 These could include, for example, the resilience instruments used in Stavros et al. “Trauma, 
Relational Spirituality, and Resilience: A Study of Greek Orthodox Priests and Presvyteras.” 
416 At this point, the “fruitfulness” of ministry is based on the perception of interviewees. How to 
address this in future research would present an interesting challenge.  
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social-spiritual ecology on resilience model in capturing the various ecological factors 
that relate to resilience.  
 Future research can also explore questions raised here, such as: How do lay 
minister’s experience of lay ministry and relationship to resilience resources differ by 
gender? 417 For example, do men and women in lay ministry experience clergy support in 
the Church differently? Once again following a Likert scale, respondents could answer 
such questions as: (1) I go to my priest when I have a problem in ministry; (2) I expect 
my Bishop to support my lay ministry work; (3) the clergy of the Church supports 
women in lay ministry; (4) the clergy of the Church supports men in lay ministry. Issues 
of symbolic capital available to female and male lay ministers, and their implications for 
resilient outcomes, would also be considered.418  
The nature of the present study limited responses to the insights of people 
currently in ministry. What factors might have been missed because of limits on this 
study’s sample population? Further research could expand the study population to include 
people who had stopped pursuing a lay ministry vocation. This sort of approach could 
                                                 
417 Ungar argues that resilient factors tend to have a larger impact on individuals when their life 
stressors are more acute. Ungar, “The Social Ecology of Resilience,” 1-17. In the case of this study, any 
link between stressors and resilience might be particularly true for women who seem to have compounding 
struggles based on their gender. Additional research could explore the phenomenon of being a woman, and 
how issues of paid ministry access and spousal support impact the quality and longevity of lay ministry.  
418 For instance, male lay ministers might serve in the altar during worship services and wear 
certain robes. This clothing can make them look like clergy to many parishioners. How might such factors 
impact how parishioners or clergy relate to male lay ministers differently? 
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help check for biases that are inevitably present when people in the midst of lay ministry 
discuss their stressors and supports.  
SUGGESTIONS FOR INCREASING LAY MINISTRY SUPPORTS 
 While this study has stimulated new questions and additional areas of theoretical 
examination, it has also inspired practical applications, the most significant of which are 
suggested below.419 
1. Teach the Universal Dignity of the Laity: Episcopal encyclicals, official Church 
websites, Orthodox conferences, coordinated presentations, sermons, and other tools 
can be harnessed to teach the dignity of the laity as baptized, chrismated members of 
the royal priesthood. Check official publications for ambivalence to lay ministry.420 
Plan how to encourage lay participation in all aspects of Church life not specific 
prerogatives of clergy (i.e. the sacraments). Consider creating formal models or 
committees of discernment421 to help the faithful determine how to identify, develop 
                                                 
419 This list comes primarily from participant suggestions as well as the researcher’s reflection. 
These are suggested for anyone in the Orthodox Church, clergy or lay, committed to strategic planning and 
spiritual discernment of God’s will for lay ministry. 
420 See Chapter 2, “Literature Review,” for examples of lay ministry ambivalent treatment in 
official online publications.  
421 For instance, the Episcopal Church USA has discernment committees that meet with eligible 
candidates for ordination to the diaconate and priesthood. These committees help people discern their gifts 
and calling by God. For examples, see Ann Kidder, “Circles of Light,” The Episcopal Church of Maine, 
accessed March 17, 2018, https://www.episcopalmaine.org/program-groups/diocesan-programs/diocesan-
discernment-process; and “Detailed Overview of the Ordination Process,” Episcopal Church in 
Connecticut, accessed March 17, 2018, https://www.episcopalct.org/Find-Resources/Ordained-
Leaders/Ordination-Process-in-CT/overview-of-the-ordination-process/. 
 188 
 
and offer their charism in the Body, including possibly through lay vocational 
ecclesiastical ministry.  
2. Appointment of Lay Vocational Ecclesiastical Ministry: Consider creating a formal 
protocol for the blessing, commissioning, and appointment of the vocation of lay 
ministry.422 The Church’s current blessing for chaplains and the appointment of 
subdeacons can be models for how to do this with laypersons who have Orthodox 
theological education, formation in our Church phronema (mindset), and who 
dedicate their lives to ministry. Official recognition of a vocational relationship with 
the Church would help protect these servants of Christ from arbitrary removal from 
ministry. It would also help parishioners and ordained leaders recognize that the 
layperson is serving with credibility, as he/she has been deliberately blessed and 
entrusted to do so by the Church. Additionally, this would guard against 
individualistic operations outside the blessing and guidance of the Church.  
3. Engage in Strategic Planning on what Parish and Jurisdiction Needs: Lay ministry is 
already intricately woven into how the Church is meeting the pastoral, spiritual, 
educational and other needs of the faithful. Develop a vision of healthy parishes and 
jurisdictions that include paid lay ministry positions, especially for women. Effective 
ministry necessitates advanced theological education, other training, and longevity. 
                                                 
422 See Klentos, “Liturgical Perspectives on the Laity,” and Chapter 2, “Literature Review.” The 
Catholic Church’s category of “lay ecclesial ministry” might be a helpful example as the Orthodox Church 
discerns a category for the blessing of lay ministers. See “Lay Ecclesial Ministry,” United States 
Conference of Catholic Bishops. The phrase “lay vocational ecclesiastical ministry” is a suggestion based 
on the results of this study; the Church would need to decide on the appropriate wording.  
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These needs require paid positions where quality can be expected and lay ministers 
can meet their family obligations.  
4. Encourage Respect and Quality Standards for Lay Ministry: Whether lay ministry 
takes place on paid, pro-bono, or volunteer bases, adopting quality standards sends 
the message that those being served are important to the Church. Establishing 
standards, such as education level requirements and best practices in relation to 
specific ministries, communicates that the faithful are worthy of quality ministry best 
meeting the needs of everyone involved (those serving and those being served).  
5. Facilitate Lay Training: At all levels, the Church can consider offering training that 
hones the laity’s gifts while raising people to standards needed for effective ministry. 
Already extant training opportunities in youth ministry can be expanded. In fact, the 
job of running training workshops and courses can become a paid opportunity for lay 
vocational ecclesiastical ministry. 
6. Provide Access to Lay Ministry: Find ways to encourage the laity to serve their 
parishes and local community. Consider ways to discern service based on what each 
person brings. For instance, parish resumés could be gathered where people can learn 
of parishioners’ skills and training. Having some way to know people’s credentials, 
training, and skills would help lay ministers collaborate as needed. Recognize lay 
graduates of Orthodox theological programs as having an institutional blessing to 
preach, teach, run programs, and so on by virtue of their graduation. Orthodox 
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jurisdictions can work with seminaries to promote parish and priest awareness of the 
qualifications, ministry access, and the official blessing these people carry. 
7. Consider the Question of Women Deacons: Women deacons are part of the Orthodox 
Church tradition.423 Ordination blesses and acknowledges an already emerging 
relationship of charism and service while equipping the person with the Holy Spirit to 
better serve God’s people. Listen for how God might be speaking through the 
perseverance and calling of women in lay ministry. Survey women theological 
graduates anonymously on how they might feel called to this vocation. Ask them how 
they might feel their service to others could benefit from ordination.  
8. Require Clergy Training: Clergy need training in how to create opportunities for 
encouraging lay involvement broadly, and lay vocational ecclesiastical ministry 
specifically. Emphasize creating mutually supportive—rather than adversarial—
relationships benefitting all involved. Such training might begin at the seminary level 
and continue in ongoing training through local bishops.  
9. Create Departments of Lay Ministry: Institute and/or expand existing departments of 
lay ministry to be held by paid lay ministers under the blessing of their hierarch. 
These departments could serve as hubs for training, supervision, support, conferences, 
and the like. Lay ministry departments of the various Orthodox jurisdictions might 
                                                 
 
423 Kyriaki Karidoyanes FitzGerald, Women Deacons in the Orthodox Church.  
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also create directories of Orthodox theological graduates authorized by the Church to 
serve in formal capacities.  
10. Support Lay Ministry in Seminary: Create scholarships for people not seeking 
ordination. Develop or enhance career services for such current students and 
graduates. Recommend Church-level standards of pay and education for certain 
ministries requiring higher education. Advocate for increased access to lay ministry. 
Engage public relations strategies to increase understanding of how supporting lay \ 
ecclesiastical ministers at all levels of Church life benefits the whole Church.  
PERSONAL REFLECTION 
 In this doctoral project thesis, I have acknowledged my social location as a 
theologically educated, Orthodox Christian lay person with other advanced training, who 
is dedicated to lay ministry.  Yet, I have sought to restrain my own perspective and 
experiences so that study participants could substantially shape this work. Having 
completed the process, though, I am struck by how much it has affected me. Because this 
work is intended to make practical, as well as theoretical, contributions to the Church 
some personal reflection seems warranted. 
I must begin with how amazed I am with God’s love for us. My phrase of “social-
spiritual ecology of resilience” is an attempt to account for the Holy Spirit that 
inexplicably works through all things to strengthen the intentions, abilities, and outcomes 
of faithful people endeavoring to serve God. This happens in a way that is not 
predictable. It is, in fact, terrifying at times; terrifying and exhilarating.  
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An Orthodox Resilience has to account for paradoxical resilient outcomes—
trusting in a God who ‘works all things to the good of those who love Him.’424 Through 
the twists and turns of their stories, I perceive the paradox of God making their paths 
“straight” through these resilience resources.425 Orthodox resilience accounts for how the 
cross of lay ministry leads to spiritual growth, as well as where the “cross” might not be 
of God.426  It is in the struggle that people are transformed into better, holier, life-giving 
Christians, i.e. where theosis is pursued. This journey is part of the universal Christian 
vocation. For “lay vocational ecclesiastical ministry,” such a journey should be 
intentionally guided and supported by the institutional Church. However, pursuing God’s 
will in our lives will never be painless. The Church can discern her role in supporting 
resilience as we live in this fallen world. 
I cannot help but reflect how these lay ministers are akin to prophets. I am 
inspired by their lives. I am inspired by their strength of belief and determination, their 
profound trust and reliance on God, through the Church. Through listening to them I 
learned how much the study participants love God and want to serve the Lord. They are 
willing to endure so much because they love Him and want to be answering His call in 
                                                 
424 “Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and do not lean on your own understanding. In all your 
ways acknowledge him, and he will make straight your paths.” Romans 8:28, NKJV. 
425 Proverbs 3:5-6, ESV.  
426 Both Matthew 16:24-26 and Luke 9:23 contain Jesus exhorting each follower to ‘take up their 
cross, deny themselves, and follow Jesus.” I once heard a sermon that said the cross we choose to carry in 
our life is not always one that God has given us. For instance, it is not inherent to the cross of lay ministry 
that ministers are easily dispensable or unpaid. These are features of their experience that can and should be 
changed. 
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their lives. Like the prophets, lay ministers are sometimes not “welcome in their home 
town.”427 Even so, their presence directs our eyes to a growth edge in the Church’s 
relationship to the laity and where the Church can revitalize the dignity of all baptized 
and chrismated Orthodox Christians. 
I am struck by the diversity of gifts and the huge impact lay ministry has in the 
life of the Orthodox Church in the United States. These study participants display a 
breadth of ministry that illustrates how much they are shaping the minds and hearts of 
numerous Orthodox faithful today. The health of this portion of the Body of Christ has 
clear implications for the overall health and mission of the Church 
Unfortunately, right now this service is anemic. That good fruit persists in such an 
ambivalent, at times even toxic, environment is only to God’s glory. How much more 
could be achieved if the Church were intentionally nourishing and acknowledging th 
work of this vital portion of the Body? Regrettably, not only is lay ministry anemic, but 
many lay ministers are wounded by the suspicion and mistrust to which they have been 
subjected in pursuing this vocation. Suspicion and mistrust of them and their motives, 
without thought to their actual gifts and qualifications, conveys an insidious message that 
their membership in the Body is not only inconsequential but that any authentic call from 
God is suspect. How many people have left lay ministry and even the Church because of 
this treatment? The challenge is for the Church to preach— and for all members of the 
                                                 
427 Luke 4:24, NKJV. 
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Body to claim—the “royal” responsibility to love Christ and offer up this world for the 
transfiguration into the Kingdom Come.  
Completely unexpected to me is how this study became in some sense a ministry 
to the participants. Many shared painful and/or poignant experiences. Many thanked me 
for hearing their stories. Many participants shared the trauma of being abruptly removed 
from a beloved ministry. One participant even cried as she shared the pain of not having a 
mentor at seminary to help her see where her gifts could fit in the Church. These women 
and men want the Church to understand their hearts, to finally see them for who they are: 
people who love Christ, love His Church, and want to offer what they can. They have 
stayed and they want to serve within the order of the Church.  
This vocational lay ministry, then, is an expression of self-sacrificial love. The 
tenacity and humility demonstrated by the participants in this study assert, in their own 
manner, how sacrificial love will keep lay vocational ecclesiastical ministry from 
becoming another kind of clericalism, another discounting of those ‘passive, know 
nothing sheep.’428 Study participants clearly identify with the laos, as should all Orthodox 
Christians, especially the clergy.  
Moreover, the need for life-giving lay ministry runs deeply. These interviews, 
though, point to a disturbing question: how much of the Orthodox Christian Body in the 
United States is asleep in complacency and passivity? Still, there are hopeful pains as 
                                                 
428 This is a reference to Chryssavgis’ warning that, “faithful must be regarded as gifted people of 
God, and not manipulated as objects or “sheep” to be taken for granted.” Chryssavgis, “Obedience And 
Authority: Dimensions of a Hierarchical Church,” 102.  
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these members awake and the Body re-learns for our times how to operate in this world 
fully alive in the Lord as the priesthood of believers. We need our bishops and priests to 
guide and bless this awakening. We also need Christ’s whole laos to deliberately strive to 
“hear the word of God and keep it.”429 
CONCLUSION 
 This inter-disciplinary study has resulted in numerous research implications for 
the examination of resilience and for promoting resilient lay ministry in the Orthodox 
Church in the United States. The above preliminary suggestions for the Church arise from 
my thoughts and interview recommendations as I have analyzed the qualitative data 
collected for this project. Considerable additional research is warranted, especially in key 
areas identified thusly: (1) a “social-spiritual ecology of resilience,” (2) “Orthodox 
Christian resilience,” and (3) discerning a charism of “lay vocational ecclesiastical 
ministry.” I hope that this cross-disciplinary effort will help social scientists to 
understand better the spiritual, theological processes of resilience. I also hope that it will 
help the Orthodox Church understand the multifaceted importance of promoting resilient 
lay ministry. May everything be to the Lord’s glory. Amen.  
                                                 
429 Luke 11:28, NKJV.  
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Informed Consent to Participate in a Research Study: 
 
Orthodox Christians in Lay Ministry 
A.     PURPOSE AND BACKGROUND 
The purpose of this confidential research study is to learn about the experiences of 
Orthodox Christians in lay ministry in the United States; the challenges and supports 
they face; and how lay ministry is understood and supported in the Orthodox Church.  
The researcher, Athanasia Mellos Kostakis, M.Div., MSW, is a student at Boston 
University’s School of Theology conducting research for her Doctor of Ministry 
project thesis. She is also a graduate of Holy Cross Greek Orthodox School of 
Theology and the wife of a priest in the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese.   
You are being invited to participate in this study because you meet the following 
criteria: 
 Orthodox Christian: You are a member of an Orthodox Christian church 
recognized by the Assembly of Canonical Orthodox Bishops of the United 
States. 
 Theological education: You have a theological degree from an Orthodox 
Christian seminary or a certificate from a recognized Orthodox Christian 
certificate program (i.e. St. Stephen’s, Diaconate Program at Holy Cross, 
etc.).  
 Lay ministry vocation: You have dedicated your life to lay ministry. 
 Lay ministry service: You are currently doing lay ministry at least part-
time, whether paid or unpaid. This lay ministry can be through a 
professional position outside the church, an official lay ministry position 
within the church, and/or other service seen as lay ministry. 
B.     PROCEDURES  
If you agree to participate in this research study, the following will occur: 
 Interview Length: You will be interviewed for approximately one to two 
hours about your experience in lay ministry. 
 Interview Time & Place: Interviews will be scheduled at a time and by a 
means convenient to you. You have a choice of telephone interview or an 
interview via an internet program such as Skype. A face-face interview at 
a place of your choice might also be possible depending on your location. 
 Interview Itself: At your discretion, the interview will be digitally 
recorded and transcribed. If you prefer not to be recorded, I will take notes 
during our interview. You may skip a question or end the interview at any 
time.   
 After the Interview: Within 2 weeks, I will email or mail (your preference) 
a typed copy of your interview for you to review. After one week, I will 
 202 
 
then contact you to schedule a second interview to clarify your interview 
answers. This second interview will be approximately fifteen minutes. 
Only interview data you have approved will be used in the analysis. 
 Total Time Commitment: Approximately two hours and fifteen minutes.  
C.     RISKS 
There is a risk of loss of privacy. However, no names or identifiable information will 
be used in any presentations or published reports of the research. Only I will have 
access to the research data. There is also a risk of discomfort in being asked about 
your challenging experiences in lay ministry. However, you can answer only those 
questions you choose to answer, and can stop participation in the research at any time. 
D.     CONFIDENTIALITY  
You will choose a pseudonym that will be used to identify you in notes, analysis, and 
any future presentations or publications. All identifying information will be removed. 
The research data will be kept in a secure location. Only I will have access to the 
data.  
E.     DIRECT BENEFITS 
There are no direct benefits from participating in this research study. You may have 
the benefit of sharing your experiences and knowledge in a way that can be used to 
better support lay ministry in the Orthodox Church. 
F.     COSTS  
There will be no cost to you for participating in this research. 
G.     COMPENSATION  
There will be no compensation for participating in this research. 
H.     ALTERNATIVES  
The alternative is not to participate in the research.  
I.     QUESTIONS 
You have spoken with Athanasia Mellos Kostakis about this study and have had your 
questions answered. If you have any further questions about the study, you may 
contact me as the researcher by email at akosta@bu.edu.  
Alternatively, you may contact the Project Director, Dr. Elizabeth Parsons at 
parsonse@bu.edu, the Associate Project Director, Dr. Kyriaki Karidoyanes 
FitzGerald at kfitzgerald@hchc.edu, or the Institutional Review Board at 617-358-
6115. 
J.     CONSENT 
You have been given a copy of this consent form to keep.  
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PARTICIPATION IN THIS RESEARCH IS VOLUNTARY. You are free to decline 
participation in this research study, or to withdraw your participation at any point, 
without penalty. 
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Interview Preview 
 
Orthodox Christians in Lay Ministry 
 
 
 
The following is an interview preview to help you know what to expect as a participant in 
this study. The 1 to 2 hour interview has two sections.  The first is a brief demographics 
survey. This section should take no more than five minutes.  The second section is the 
main interview.  
 
The main interview has three sections. Here is a general preview of the three sections 
covered in the interview.  
1) Your experience in lay ministry including your most positive and most negative 
experience. 
2) Supports and challenges you experience in lay ministry including what you think 
a good lay ministry looks like. 
3) Lay ministry within the Orthodox Church including how it is understood and 
ways the church is doing well in supporting lay ministry or ways that need change. 
Remember, your participation is completely voluntary. You may skip a question or stop 
participating at any time. Only responses approved by you will be used in this study.  
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